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THE DESPISED WEAVERS OF ADDIS ABABA 
by
Dexter L. Burley
The purpose o f th is  thesis is  to answer the question: Why are
the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa Ethiopia o f a despised 
social status?
The thesis f i r s t  discusses some o f the ethnographical cha rac te r is t ics  
o f  the Dorze and Chencha people l iv in g  in Gamu Highlands o f Gamu Gofa 
Province in Southern Ethiopia. The thesis also presents material on 
the Dorze and Chencha people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa, the cap ita l o f 
Ethiopia.
The la s t  two chapters address the question o f why the Gamu High­
land people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa, and th e i r  occupation o f weaving are 
both o f a despised social status. The author gives sp e c if ic  examples 
o f  the d iscrim ination against these urban weavers, and discusses some 
o f the theore tica l explanations fo r  th is  d iscrim ination .
The conclusions reached are tha t the occupation o f  weaving in 
Addis Ababa is a Caste-like social pos it ion which is a remnant o f the 
tra d i t io n a l  s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the founders o f Addis Ababa. One 
o f  the a t t r ib u te s  o f the Caste-like social pos it ion o f  weaving is that 
i t  is  despised.
INTRODUCTION
The primary concern o f th is  thesis is  to explain why the peoples 
from the Gamu Highland o f southern Ethiopia who l iv e  in the national 
c a p ita l ,  Addis Ababa, are o f a "despised" social status. These people, 
who are c o l le c t iv e ly  ca lled "Dorze" by the urban population, are 
l i t e r a l l y  s p i t  on, cursed a t ,  and considered lesser men.
The m ajority  of these people who l iv e  in Addis Ababa are connected 
with the c ra f t  o f weaving. Their p r inc ipa l product is  the shamma 
which is  the dress o f the Amhara, the dominant ethnic group in Ethiopia. 
The shamma woven by the Gamu Highland people is  in great demand in Addis 
Ababa, and to a lesser extent in a l l  o f Ethiopia. Because o f  the demand, 
these people receive an income which is high in re la t io n  to the rest o f 
the population o f the country. The shamma woven by the Gamu Highland 
people is  a beautifu l length o f gauze-like white c lo th  w ith a heavy 
border o f in t r ic a te ly  woven patterns at each end. By any standards i t  
is  a s k i l l f u l l y  woven and a e s the t ica l ly  beautifu l piece o f craftsman­
ship.
Why is  i t  that the creators o f such a beautifu l product which is 
in such demand are assigned to one o f the lowest social positions in the 
country? In other social systems occupations are usually given a 
low status because o f  an association with a product; fo r  example, a 
garbage man with garbage, a plumber with sewage, a chimney sweep with 
soot, etc. In Addis Ababa there are many ethnic groups who are 
characterized by mundane or low status occupations such as tax i
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d r ive r ,  day laborers, and wood ca r r ie rs ,  and ye t these ethnic groups 
are not o f "despised" status. In re la t io n  to the res t o f the urban 
community there is  no immediately obvious reason why the Gamu Highland 
people are of "despised" social status. I t  does not seem to be 
log ica l that they would be despised because o f an association with a 
product, and in  re la t io n  to other sub-ordinate ethnic groups there 
does not seem to be any ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th e ir  despised status on 
ethnic grounds.
My main concern in th is  thesis is to show tha t the despised 
status o f  the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa is d i re c t ly  related 
to th e i r  occupation ra ther than to th e i r  ethnic a f f i l i a t i o n .  Un­
fo r tun a te ly , the p o l i t ic a l  and social upheaval occurring in Ethiopia 
prevented the completion of a l l  aspects o f my intended study. There­
fo re , while my research is  not exhaustive, i t  is  the working hypothesis 
of th is  thesis tha t the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in  Addis Ababa 
would not be of a despised social status i f  they were not weavers.
This is  not to say tha t the Gamu Highland people would be o f  a high 
social status i f  they were not weavers, but tha t th e i r  status would 
not be so low as to be despised, and tha t th e i r  status could be as 
high as other non-Amhara* ethnic groups. In th is  thesis I w i l l  show 
tha t the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa occupy a Caste­
l ik e  social pos it ion , and tha t one o f the a tt r ib u te s  o f th is  social 
pos ition is  tha t i t  is  despised. I w i l l  give examples o f how the 
Gamu Highland people are discrim inated against, and how tha t d is ­
crim ination is s p e c i f ic a l ly  re la ted to th e i r  occupation. Further,
* U ntil the recent revolution those people id e n t i f ie d  as Amhara 
were the dominant ethnic group in Ethiopia (See Burley 1972).
I w i l l  document how the Gamu Highland people were forced in to  th is  
Caste-like social pos it ion by the social and p o l i t ic a l  system ex is tent 
a t the time they were brought in to  Addis Ababa as captives o f Menelik1 
army. To the extent tha t the social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system in Addis 
Ababa today, or at least u n t i l  the recent revo lu tion , is  a re f le c t io n  
o f the s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system of Menelik's c i t y  we have an explanation 
o f why the Gamu Highland weavers in  Addis Ababa are despised. That 
is  to say, the same dominant group which forced the Gamu Highland 
people to weave is s t i l l  dominant and s t i l l  considers tha t occupation 
to be of an extremely low social status. The status o f the Gamu 
Highland people in Addis Ababa today is  to some extent a survivor 
o f the archaic s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f Nineteenth Century Addis Ababa 
I f i r s t  became interested in  the paradox of the "Dorze" s itua t ion  
while I was doing research in  Ethiopia in 1965. At tha t time, and 
l ik e  many fore ign v is i to rs  to Ethiopia, I was struck by the beauty 
and s k i l l  involved in  the lo c a lly  woven c lo th . I t  seemed i l lo g ic a l  
to me tha t the people who produced such a beautifu l product should be 
of what Pankhurst ca l ls  the "depressed classes o f  Eastern A fr ica" 
(1961:7). In 1968 I was in Ethiopia doing research on the Amhara as 
a dominant group, and a t tha t time I began to do prelim inary research 
on the despised status of these weavers. This past year, 1975, I 
returned to Addis Ababa and completed my research on a spe c if ic  
community of weavers in  Addis Ababa. I had hoped to do extensive 
research on a l l  o f  the weavers in  Addis Ababa but the v io le n t po­
l i t i c a l  climate ex is t ing  in  Ethiopia made i t  impossible. The people 
I studied are the Chencha who are from the Gamu Highlands in the 
southern province of Gamu-Gofa, and who l iv e  in the Sorro Meda area
4of Addis Ababa. There are several Gamu Highland peoples, among 
them are the Dorze. For reasons I w i l l  discuss in  de ta i l  below, 
a l l  the Gamu Highland people in  Addis Ababa, including the Chencha, 
and in  fa c t  a l l  weavers, are ca lled "Dorze" by the m a jority  o f the 
urban population.
P art ic ipan t observation and interviews were the primary data 
gathering tools I used fo r  the Chencha people in  Sorro Meda. I l ived 
as c lose ly as possible with the people in the Sorro Meda community 
and I conducted over seventy intensive interviews w ith various in d i ­
viduals in the community. As I mentioned e a r l ie r ,  in  the summer of 
1975 there were some serious problems in conducting research in  Ethiopia. 
The revolution in the p o l i t ic a l  s tructure o f the country was having an 
e f fe c t  not only on my research but also on a l l  academic research in 
the country as well as on the general temperament o f the people. To 
begin w ith , i t  was d i f f i c u l t  i f  not impossible to obtain a research 
visa from the Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government. Consequently, I was 
in Ethiopia on a to u r is t  visa which in i t s e l f  made my work in  Sorro 
Meda o f dubious le g a l i ty  in the eyes o f  the government. I was advised 
by the U.S. Embassy as well as those few remaining members o f the 
academic community to be cautious in  the questions I asked as well as 
in  my general v i s i b i l i t y  outside o f the normal to u r is t  a c t iv i t ie s .  The 
e f fe c t  o f  the revolution on my informants was both pos it ive  and negative. 
I t  was negative to the extent tha t in times of turmoil and uncertainty 
people are often more re luc tan t to ta lk  to a stranger than they would 
be under normal conditions. Perhaps because o f the iron f is te d  and 
somewhat mysterious character o f the new government (even well in ­
formed people were not sure who was in  a command p o s it io n ) ,  people in
5the Sorro Meda community were very cautious about any mention o f 
the new government, The pos it ive  e f fe c t  o f  the revolution on my 
research was tha t while in the past ind iv idua ls  were re luc tan t to 
discuss the dominance o f  the Amhara or the ine qua lit ie s  o f  the Haile 
Sellassie regime, now people would vent a l l  o f th e i r  h o s t i l i t ie s .
Some o f my Chencha informants said tha t they would never have spoken 
with me about the d iscrim ination against them while Haile Sellassie 
was s t i l l  in power.
When I had been in Ethiopia in the past I was able to obtain my 
resPov,ch assistants from the Haile Sellassie I University or the upper 
levels o f the high schools in Addis Ababa. But a f te r  the student 
demonstrations in 1974 and 1975 the Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government 
closed the Un ivers ity , except fo r  n ight classes, and the eleventh and 
tw e lf th  grades of the high schools. The students had been sent out 
in to  the country on Zammancha which is  a campaign to educate the mass 
o f the Ethiopian people. In any case, I had great trouble f ind ing  re­
search assistants. Those I found were concerned fo r  th e i r  own safety 
and I was unable to f ind  any who spoke Dorzinia, Consequently, a l l  
o f the interviews were conducted in Amharic.
The interviews I conducted were directed and open ended. I 
began w ith four short interviews which served as a p i lo t  in which I 
formulated the in terview guide. Beside basic l i f e  h is to r ies  the 
questions I asked concentrated on the migration patterns, fee lings 
towards the res t o f the urban population, and the perception o f th e i r  
own social status. While the interviews were d irec ted , I did not 
r e s t r i c t  the informant i f  he or she began to discuss subjects which 
were not germane to my research. For example, one woman I spoke with
had recently  had a ch ild  and she went in to  great length describing 
the b ir th  process. Another example is the discussion o f re l ig io n  
and p o l i t ic s  which we often got in to . These peripheral discussions 
served two purposes: f i r s t ,  they established a common ground fo r
mutual t ru s t ;  and second, they made i t  possible fo r  me to obtain a 
rounded p ic tu re  o f  the l i f e  in Sorro Meda. At f i r s t  my tape recorder 
was awkward fo r  both the Chencha and me, but w ith i t s  constant use 
i t  seemed to become simply an appendage of my person.
While I was in Ethiopia there seemed to be a constant turmoil in 
Addis Ababa. Student demonstrations, arrests and brutal beatings, 
bridges blown up, shortage o f supplies, and a constant movement of 
heavily armed m i l i ta r y  personnel were every day occurrences. But 
once I had become fa m il ia r  w ith Sorro Meda, I came to the conclusion 
tha t th is  area o f the c i t y  was somehow removed from the turmoil in 
the res t of the c i ty .  The da ily  rhythm o f weaving, and of fam ily and 
community l i f e  seemed to be uninterrupted and untouched by a spec if ic  
r i o t  or gasoline shortage. This fee ling  o f is o la t io n  could, o f course, 
be due to my own fa m i l ia r i t y  w ith Sorro Meda; on the other hand, I 
had l ived  in  Aware (another area o f  Addis Ababa) fo r  over a year and 
had friends in various parts o f the c i ty  and ye t fo r  me Sorro Meda 
s t i l l  had th is  p a r t icu la r  q u a l i ty  o f is o la t io n .
When I had been in Ethiopia in  the past I was p r im a r i ly  doing 
research on the Amhara, and of course th is  time I was p r im a r i ly  re­
searching the Gamu Highland people. I believe tha t I was able to 
establish rapport w ith the Gamu Highland people w ith much greater ease 
than w ith the Amhara. Perhaps, as I suggested e a r l ie r ,  th is  was due 
to the p o l i t ic a l  revo lu tion , but on the other hand, the Chencha with
7whom I spent the most time struck me as very f r ie n d ly  and open 
even though I did not know th e i r  language and we were communicating 
in  Amharic. Also, i t  is  often said tha t the Amhara are secretive 
people. For example, once while r id in g  on a bus w ith an ind iv idua l 
fo r  two days and discussing a broad va r ie ty  o f top ics , sharing meals, 
e tc . ,  I asked th is  p a r t ic u la r  ind iv idua l where his parents l ived  and 
got a stoney silence in  response. This could have been due to a 
var ie ty  o f factors but i t  was not an iso la ted instance in  that I 
found tha t among many o f the groups I encountered in  the northern 
part o f Ethiopia there was a d is t ru s t  of strangers, and especia lly 
those asking what was considered a personal question.
In addition to my actual f i e ld  research in Sorro Meda I also 
spent considerable time in  various l ib ra r ie s  and archives looking 
fo r  material pe rt inen t to my research on the Gamu Highland people.
In Addis Ababa, and under the he lpfu l d irec t ion  of Dr. Richard 
Pankhurst, Dr. Marina Attaway, and Dr. Richard Calk, I used the 
f a c i l i t i e s  at the In s t i tu te  o f Ethiopian Studies, and the Kennedy 
L ibrary a t the Haile Sellassie I Univers ity . Perhaps one o f the most 
s ig n if ic a n t  f a c i l i t i e s  ava ilab le at the Kennedy Library is  the 
duplicating machine, one o f  very few in the country, which allowed 
me to reproduce everything ava ilab le  on the Gamu Highland people fo r  
fu r th e r study under less constrained conditions outside o f Ethiopia.
I was also able to obtain interviews w ith ind iv idua ls  in  the M in is try  
o f Education, the Zamancha, M in is try  o f the In te r io r ,  and a few other 
government o f f ic ia ls  w ith whom I had established a re la t ionsh ip  in my 
previous v is i t s  to Ethiopia. In Paris I was able to  do some research 
w ith the help o f Dan Sperber a t the Bibliotheque Nationale. In Rome I
8v is i te d  w ith Professor Lanfranco R icc i, Professor Enrico C e ru l l i ,  
and Professor Allessandro T r iu lz i .  A ll o f them and especia lly  
Professor T r iu lz i  were extremely he lp fu l.  I was able to examine 
th e i r  pr iva te  l ib ra r ie s  as well as the extensive material ava ilab le 
at B ib lio teca Dell In s t i tu to  I ta l ia n o  Per L 'A fr ica .  In Germany I 
spoke w ith Professor Dr. Eike Haberland and at great length with 
Professor Dr. Detlev Karsten in Frankfurt and S tu ttg a rt  respective ly. 
Perhaps the best co llec t ion  o f material on southern Ethiopia is  in 
the Frobenius In s t i tu te  in Frankfurt and I was able to u t i l i z e  a 
great deal o f that materia l. In Great B r i ta in  I spoke at length with 
Peter Garretson and did research at the Public Records O ff ice , the 
B r i t is h  Museum, and the School o f  Oriental and African Studies in 
London as well as the Cambridge Univers ity  and Oxford Univers ity  L ib ra r ies , 
While my research did not cover every possible country and archive I 
feel tha t w ith in  reasonable l im i ts  I was able to research the most 
probable sources o f information on the Gamu Highland people.
The l i te ra tu re  available fo r  research on the Gamu Highland is 
very l im ite d . To my knowledge there have only been a handful o f social 
s c ie n t is ts  who have worked and w r it te n  on the Gamu Highland people, 
and o f those people perhaps two who have done any research on the Gamu 
Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa. To date I do not know o f any 
published material which deals with the Gamu Highland people in Addis 
Ababa nor any mention in any l i te ra tu re  o f the Sorro Meda community.
The l i te ra tu re  on the Gamu Highland people concentrates on the 
geographical location o f the province o f Gamu Gofa. The most intensive 
research done in the Gamu Highland was done by Judith Olmstead in 
1973 and 1974. Her Ph.D. thesis was on the Dorze and she has also
9w rit te n  two a r t ic le s  on spe c if ic  aspects o f  the Dorze as an ethnic 
group. Although her research was p r im a r i ly  concerned w ith women's 
roles and f e r t i l i t y ,  she has also presented the most complete p icture 
I found o f l i f e  in the Gamu Highlands. Dr. Olmstead has also w rit te n  
an a r t i c le  in  conjunction w ith Daniel Sperber ca lled "To Catch a 
Feast-Giver" in which they discuss the halaka or honorary pos it ion 
held by elder males in the Gamu Highlands. Daniel Sperber has also 
w r it te n  several a r t ic le s  on the Dorze in  Gamu Gofa. Most notable 
among them is  Paradoxes o f Sen io rity  Among the Dorze" in  which he 
discusses the in tr ic a c ie s  o f  status connected w ith  the halaka.
Judith Olmstead and Daniel Sperber were to my knowledge the la s t  
social science researchers to do any in  depth work among the Gamu 
Highland people in Gamu Gofa.
In 1969 there was an Oxford expedition to the Gamu Highlands.
While the expedition was in  Ethiopia fo r  a short time they were able 
to provide some in te res tin g  material on the geographical d is t r ib u t io n  
o f the various groups in the Gamu Highlands. In his a r t ic le  "The 
Economy o f the Gamu Highlands, L ife  in  a Densely Populated but Isolated 
Region of Southern Ethiopia" one o f the members o f the expedition,
John Forster, also provided, an exce llent description o f  the in te r ­
re la tions  between the various markets in  the Gamu Highlands.
Another important group of researchers on the Gamu Highland people 
is what I ca l l  the German School. The d ire c to r  o f the Fronbenius 
In s t i tu te  in Frankfurt is  Eike Hauberland who has been working in 
•Gamu Gofa fo r  many years, and has influenced several other German 
scholars to work there. Perhaps his two most relevant a r t ic le s  on the 
Gamu Highland people are "Zum Problem der Jclger und besonderen kaesten
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in Nordost-und-Ost-Afrika", and "The Influence of the Christian 
Ethiopian Empire on Southern E th iop ia". In these and other a r t ic le s  
Hauberland provides h is to r ic a l information on the Gamu Highland 
peoples p r io r  to Menelik's conquest, which w i l l  be discussed at 
greater length below. Straube, Karsten, and Jensen are three other 
Germans who through th e i r  a f f i l ia t o n  with the Frobenius In s t i tu te  
have become interested in the Gamu Highlands. Chapter three o f Helmut 
Straube's book, Westkuschitische VOlker Sud Ath iop iens, provides the 
most detailed information in  book form of the ethnographic characteris­
t ic s  of the Gamu Highlands. Straube combined w ith Jensen's A ltvo lke r 
Sud Athiopiens provide a comprehensive p ic tu re  o f the Gamu Highlands. 
Detlev Karsten's book, The Economics of Handicrafts in Trad itiona l 
Societies: An Investiga tion in Sidamo and Gamu Gofa Province, Southern 
E th iop ian's the only material w r it te n  on Gamu Highland people which is 
e n t i re ly  focused on th e ir  occupations. In chapter E he discusses the 
techniques, the migration, and trade of weaving among the Sidma, Wolamo, 
Gamu, Derassa, Amarro, Konso, Gugi, and Borana.
The well known E th iop ian is t Enrico C eru ll i  has also w rit te n  on 
the southwest regions of Ethiopia. While his material does not con­
centrate s p e c if ic a l ly  on the Gamu Highland people his "Peoples of 
Southwest Ethiopia and i t s  Borderland" and "Note su Alcune Populazioni 
Sidama d e l l 1 Abissinia Meridionule" do provide important information on 
the h is to ry  of the area. For a l l  p ractica l purposes there is  no re­
l ia b le  information on the h is to ry  o f the Gamu Highland people p r io r  to 
Menelik's conquest. I was able to  f in d  one travel log, Une Expedition 
avec Le Negus Menelik (1896) by J.C. Vanderheyn, which was an account 
o f  Menelik's expedition in Gamu Gofa. Unfortunately, th is  was an account
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o f  geographical and m i l i ta r y  s ign if icance rather than socio logical 
or anthropological. Other trave lers to the Gamu Highlands were 
Bottego in  1896, Wellby in 1897, Azias and Chambard in 1926, Scott 
in  1948, and R.M.A. Sandhurst in  1964 and 1966.
While there is  very l i t t l e  s ig n i f ic a n t  l i te ra tu re  on the Gamu 
Highland people there is  qu ite  a b i t  o f information on Addis Ababa 
as an urban center. The Central S ta t is t ic a l  O ffice o f the Ethiopian 
Government has published several volumes of s ta t is t ic s .  As in any 
government publication in Ethiopia o f f ic a l  s ta t is t ic s  must be used with 
great caution. But i f  nothing else these s ta t is t ic s  re f le c t  the 
o f f ic ia l  po lic ies  o f the Ethiopian Government. For h is to r ic a l  material 
on Addis Ababa the unpublished Ph.D. d isse rta t ion  o f Peter Garretson 
is  the most complete and well researched source ava ilab le . In my 
d isse rta t ion  I have re l ie d  heavily upon the material presented by 
Garretson in his d isse rta t ion  as well as personal interviews w ith him. 
Richard Pankhurst has also w rit te n  three a r t ic le s  on the founding of 
Addis Ababa. While the works of Richard Calk and Harold Marcus are 
on the reign o f Menelik I I  and not s p e c if ic a l ly  on Addis Ababa, the c i ty  
and the emperor are h is to r ic a l ly  in tertw ined. Therefore, I have used 
both Calk and Marcus as background materia l.
The most important work on present day Addis Ababa has been done 
by the research team led by Asmaram Legesse. Unfortunately, a great 
deal of the data collected by th is  research team in 1974 is s t i l l  
unavailable. What information I have been able to secure from Legesse 
and his assistants indicates tha t i t  w i l l  provide the most comprehensive 
picture o f the c i t y  during Haile Se llass ie 's  reign. In terms of l i t ­
erature on the ethnic communities in Addis Ababa the only s ig n if ic a n t
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material I could f in d  was by Shack and Clapham. The former has done 
work which re lates to the Gurage in Addis Ababa, and the la t te r  has 
an unpublished paper on "C entra liza tion  and M inorit ies  in Modern 
Ethiopia". Horvath, Esatu, and Comhaire have w r it te n  on Addis Ababa 
from the perspective o f urbanization. Some specialized aspects o f 
c i t y  l i f e  in Addis Ababa have been re ferred to by DeYoung, "An African 
Emporium, the Addis Markato"; Fellows,"Urbanism, Engineering Trends 
in  E th iop ia"; G ie l, "A Follow-up of 1066 Freshmen at HSIU"; Yohannes 
Haile Sellassie, "Elections of C ity Council of Addis Ababa"; and 
Masfen Walda-Maryan, "The Rural-Urban S p l i t  in E th iop ia".
In my search fo r  l i te ra tu re  on the Gamu Highland people I was 
struck by the lack o f any l i te ra tu re  which dealt w ith th is  group of 
people in  the context of the urban s i tu a t io n . To me i t  is  remarkable 
tha t the people who weave the in t r ic a te  border o f the shamma should be 
o f a despised social status. The s itu a t io n  is  a b la tan t and paradoxical 
example o f social d iscrim ination , and ye t there has been no scho larly  
research done on the d iscrim ination o f Gamu Highland People l iv in g  in  
Addis Ababa. Further, any work tha t has been done on the various ethnic 
groups in  Addis Ababa does not make the important d is t in c t io n  between 
the popular label o f "Dorze" and the other weavers who are from the 
Gamu Highlands. An example o f th is  is  the exce llent work done by 
Shack on the Gurage and that o f Garretson on Addis Ababa; both o f  the 
authors simply re fe r  to the "Dorze" weavers ( th is  is  discussed in 
greater length below).
In th is  thesis I w i l l  discuss some of the general cha rac te r is t ics  
of the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in  Addis Ababa. The m a jo rity  o f th is  
material comes from a survey done by Judith Olmstead in 1973. The data
from th is  survey has not been used to date. I am in great debt and 
very thankful to Dr. Olmstead fo r  allowing me to use th is  m ateria l.
When I received the data from th is  survey i t  had not been coded or 
analyzed in any way. Once I had the data coded I used the SPSS 
(S ta t is t ic a l  Package fo r  the Social Sciences) program to analyze 
those portions o f  the data which I f e l t  were germane to th is  re­
search. I have condensed th is  data in to  f iv e  tables (Tables I I I ,
IV, V, VI, V II)  which appear in Chapter I I .  The Olmstead data is on 
the Dorze people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa, and my research concentrates 
on the Chencha l iv in g  in Addis Ababa. Both o f these peoples are from 
the Gamu Highlands, and in Addis Ababa they are both called “ Dorze" 
and to a large extent both peoples are weavers. Dr. Olmstead and 
I agree tha t the cha rac te r is t ics  o f the Dorze and Chencha in Addis 
Ababa are s u f f ic ie n t ly  s im ila r  tha t the data on one group is pe rtinen t 
to the study of the other group. By combining the s ta t is t ic a l  data on 
the Dorze in  Addis Ababa w ith the intensive interviews of the Chencha 
I intend to present a comprehensive p ic tu re  of the Gamu Highland 
weavers l iv in g  in Addis Ababa.
While the concern o f th is  thesis is to answer the question why 
the "Dorze" are despised, I have also included ethnographical and urban 
data which I gathered in Addis Ababa. I have included th is  information 
f i r s t ,  because i t  is  important to view these people and the p r in c ip le  
question o f  th is  thesis w ith in  the context which they l iv e ;  and second, 
because i t  is  possible tha t th is  data w i l l  be useful fo r  fu r th e r re­
search on e ith e r these people or the general issue of s t r a t i f i c a t io n .
This thesis has four chapters. In the f i r s t  chapter, Rural Gamu 
Highland People, I describe the Gamu Highland people as they e x is t  in
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the province o f Gamu Gofa. In th is  f i r s t  chapter I have also b r ie f ly  
outlined the h is to ry  o f the Gamu people in  the Highlands. Because 
my thesis is concerned w ith the migrants to Addis Ababa, who are 
mainly Dorze and Chencha, I have t r ie d  to l im i t  th is  chapter to those 
two groups.
In the second chapter, Urban Gamu Highland People, I describe the 
se tt ing  and h is to ry  of the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa. Also,
I describe the d a ily  l i f e  o f these weavers in a spe c if ic  neighborhood 
o f Addis Ababa. I gathered the material fo r  th is  and subsequent chapters 
while l iv in g  with the Gamu Highland weavers in the summer o f  1975.
In the th ird  chapter, "The 'Dorze' Despised", I describe the 
despised status o f  the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa.
That is  to say, I w i l l  give spe c if ic  examples o f the d iscrim ination  
of the Gamu Highland people, under what circumstances they w i l l  be 
discriminated against, and how th is  d iscrim ination has effected the l ives  
o f the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa.
In the fourth  chapter I w i l l  bring together material from the 
previous chapters to explain the central questions of th is  thes is : why 
are the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa despised.
The questions raised in  th is  thesis are re lated to some of the 
most basic precepts o f socio logical research. The social sciences 
study not only what are the norms in soc ie ties , but also why certa in 
socie ties deviate in some aspect from what is expected. The la t t e r  is  
the case w ith the Gamu Highland weavers in  Addis Ababa. The people 
who weave an ae s the tica l ly  beautifu l product are l i t e r a l l y  s p i t  upon by 
those who buy the product. There is an unexpected incongruity in  the 
log ic  of appreciating the product and d e f i l in g  the producers. To my
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knowledge, the status o f the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in  Addis 
Ababa, and the status o f weaving in  Ethiopia has not been the focus 
of any published or unpublished research to date.
Beyong th is  basic reason fo r  my research on the Gamu Highland 
weavers in  Addis Ababa th is  thesis provides an example o f how the 
archaic s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f one ethnic group can e f fe c t  the 
l ives  o f the members o f another ethnic group. This thesis also 
presents data, which while not conclusive, supports the premise tha t 
occupation is  a primary fac to r in  determining social status. I t  is  
my hope tha t when the p o l i t ic a l  climate in  Ethiopia is more conducive 
to research the questions raised in  th is  thesis w i l l  be researched 
in greater d e ta i l .
CHAPTER I
RURAL GAMU HIGHLAND PEOPLE
As the name suggests, the Gamu Highland people are from the 
Gamu Highlands which are in  the Gamu Gofa Province in  Southern 
Ethiopia. In th is  chapter I w i l l  describe the l i f e  o f some o f the 
Gamu Highland people who l iv e  in  the rura l se tt ing  of Gamu Gofa.
In Chapter 2 I w i l l  describe the l i f e  o f some o f the Gamu Highland 
people who l iv e  in  the urban se tt in g  of Addis Ababa. With few 
exceptions a l l  o f  the Gamu Highland people l iv e  in one o f these two 
locations.
Because of the focus o f th is  thesis I have l im ited  my research 
to those people in the Gamu Highlands and Addis Ababa who are the 
p r in c ip le  weavers, the Dorze and the Chencha. While other groups in 
Gamu Gofa and greater Ethiopia do some weaving i t  is  the Dorze and 
Chencha who are the most renowned and are the core o f  Ethiopia 's 
weaving population (Karston 1972:105).
The Gamu Highlands
The R i f t  Valley is  the dominant geographical ch a rac te r is t ic  of 
Ethiopia. I t  runs roughly from the northeast to the southwest. I t  
was formed when the center o f the Te rt ia ry  period lava flow dropped 
leaving the va lley which includes the Red Sea in  the north and a chain 
of lakes which extends as fa r  south as Malawi and Lake Nyasa. The e f fe c t  
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1 Wap i n
Physical Features of the Gamu Highlands
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west there are high mountains (Semian) and plateaus which drop 
sharply in to  the va l ley , r ise  again sharply to a re la t iv e ly  southeast 
r idge, and then tapers o f f  to the lowlands and deserts (Danakil) o f 
Afar and Issas T e rr i to ry ,  Somalia, and Keyna. The Gamu Highlands 
are the southern part o f the northwestern ridge. The ridge a t th is  
po int is  often narrow ( f i f te e n  kilometers) and fu r th e r south breaks 
up in to  small mountain groups. To the east o f the Gamu Highlands are 
two lakes, Abay and Ch'amo, which are part o f the R i f t  Valley chain.
The extreme variance o f a l t i tu d e  in Ethiopia and proximity to 
the equator produces a microecological zoning o f vegetation. In 
the lowlands, maize and cotton can be grown, and in  the highlands, 
crops such as wheat and barley are grown.
In Gamu Gofa the lowlands often provide fo r  the highland pop­
u la t io n , but in  many highland areas w ith  re la t iv e ly  high population
density there are in te n s i f ie d  a g r icu ltu ra l systems w ith terraced land­
scapes, use of f e r t i l i z e r s ,  and crop ro ta t ion  (01mstead:22). The ensete, 
or fa lse  banana, is  one o f the staple crops o f the Gamu Highlands. The 
ensete root is beaten in to  a milky substance which has a high starch 
content.
The Gamu Highlands have become increasingly accessible w ith the
completion o f the Addis Ababa-Arbaminch road.
The tra ve le r  reaches Dorze by climbing up from 
the lowland surrounding the capita l town of 
Gamu Gofa, Arbaminch. A clay road u t i l iz e d  
in a l l  but the worst of ra iny weather branches 
o f f  from the Addis Ababa-Arbaminch road and is 
traveled da ily  by some form o f public trans­
porta t ion . The f i r s t  stop is  the Bodo market 
place of Dorze, the second and la s t  stop is 
Chencha, cap ita l o f  a subprovince (the Gama
awarja) . These two towns are the centers of
import o f manufactured goods in to  the Gamu
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Highlands and o f export o f hides, f ib e r ,  and 
woven c lo th . Both a weekly bus from Addis 
Ababa and p r iva te ly  owned lo r r ie s  transport 
these items (01mstead:23)
The Highlands are s im ila r  to other rura l areas o f Ethiopia. Olmstead
reports tha t the children shout Ferenji to outsiders, one hears the
work chants o f men and women hoeing in the f ie ld s ,  and a d d it io n a lly
there is  "the s igh t of weavers working outdoors and the sound o f a
thrown shu tt le  and beater h i t t in g  the thread". ( ib id :23 )
The Local Peoples 
The ethnic groups in  the Gamu Highlands belong to the Ometo 
l in g u is t ic  group. C eru ll i  trea ts  a l l  o f  the people in th is  area as 
belonging to one ethnic group which he ca lls  the Gamu peoples. 
Straube, Hauberland, Karsten, Olmstead, and Sperber separate the 
Gamu peoples according to geographical location w ith in  the High­
lands, and cu ltrua l d ifferences. Jackson, et aj_, points out tha t 
while there is  a cu ltu ra l and l in g u is t ic  homogeneity among the 
peoples of the Gamu Highlands th is  should not obscure the s ig n i­
f ic a n t  differences w ith in  the group. Many o f the d is t in c t io n s  
between the groups in the Gamu Highlands are questionable, and to 
date there is  no accepted c r i t e r ia  fo r  a d iv is ion  in to  d is t in c t  
groups. For example, Jackson, £ t  al_, say th a t,  "the d i f fe re n t ia l  
in fusion o f Amharic stock (Amharic is  also a questionable ethnic 
reference) over the past f iv e  hundred years has given r ise  to 
s ig n if ic a n t  varia tions in rac ia l fea tures". The Dorze are pre­
dominate Ethropoid in  appearance while th e i r  immediate neighbors, 
the Doko, are more negroid (Jackson, et a^, 1969:6). On the other 
hand, there is  no immediate d iffe rence in appearance or customs
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between the people l iv in g  in Dorze and those l iv in g  in Chencha, and 
yet in conversations I had w ith Karsten and Olmstead they mentioned 
tha t these two groups should be treated as d is t in c t .  In the ava ili­
able l i te ra tu re  (including tha t o f Olmstead and Karsten) I have not 
been able to f in d  any spec if ic  reference to a d iffe rence between the 
people from Dorze and Chencha, but fo r  the purposes o f ethnographic 
conformity in th is  thesis I have not re ferred to the people from 
Chencha as belonging to the Dorze ethnic group.
The pr inc ipa l weavers in the Gamu Highlands come from Dorze 
and Chencha. The material wealth gained from weaving allows the 
people from Chencha and Dorze to buy the status symbols from the 
urban centers (gold jewelry , dresses o f prin ted c lo th ,  manufactured 
shoes, e tc . ) ,  and to h ire  a g r icu ltu ra l labor fo r  th e i r  f ie ld s .  For 
these reasons the weavers from Dorze and Chencha consider themselves 
to be superior to the other groups in the Gamu Highlands, While 
weaving is  considered to be a low status occupation in much of 
Ethiopia i t  is  the primary component o f high status in the Gamu High­
lands. Other occupations, such as tanners, po tte rs , and smiths, 
comprise what Jackson, ejt al_, re fe r  to as "despised castes", Olmstead 
says tha t the Dorze consider th e i r  low status c ra f t  spe c ia l is ts  to 
be be tte r than the ordinary c i t iz e n  o f other Gamu ethnic groups 
(Olmstead 1974:24). She goes on to say tha t the key to understanding 
the social s tructure  o f the Gamu Highlands is the notion o f gome.
Possible in frac t ion s  o f gome number in the 
hundreds, providing great explanatory 
f l e x i b i l i t y  and encoding information about 
Gamu Highland cu ltu re . This information 
is  about cognitive catergories as well as 
s truc tu ra l positions in the society and 
the content o f social roles and a l l  o f 
i t  loca lizes danger in sp e c if ic  acts and events 
( ib id : 26)
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The gome provides social sanctions, both pos it ive  and negative,
which define and l im i t  the roles and the social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system
of the Gamu Highlanders. In addition to the gome the concept o f
baira and gedhas, or senior and ju n io r ,  is  an important element in
creating the patterns and l im i ts  o f Gamu social l i f e .  Olmstead says
tha t most any re la tionsh ip  has an element o f b a ira , gedhas dyad.
Males are baira to females, older people 
to younger, ordinary people to slaves, 
slaves to potters and tanners, humans 
to animals, and so on, the whole universe
being submitted to th is  type o f c la s s i­
f ic a t io n  ( i b id : 26).
In the Gamu Highlands clans and v i l lages  are rank ordered by the baira 
gedhas system. Olmstead does not s p e c i f ic a l ly  mention tha t there is  
a c o n f l ic t  as to how the various clans are ranked, but one would 
suspect tha t there might be some disagreement between the various 
ethnic groups. She does mention tha t i f  there is  c o n f l ic t  the male 
head o f the clans (whose pos it ion  in  the p a tr i l in e a l  system is deter­
mined by primogeniture), or in  th is  case the ka*o o f a dere (king of 
a community), negotiate peace w ith one another. According to Olmstead 
each ethnic group in the highlands defines i t s e l f  in  re la t io n  to a 
sp e c if ic  ka1o and dere and, "the Dorze know they are Dorze because 
they are r i t u a l l y  dependent on the Dorze king" ( ib id :2 8 )*
Another important pos it ion in  the Gamu Highlands is tha t of 
ha!aka. This position is la rge ly  dependent on the wealth o f the 
in d iv id u a l.  Dan Sperber suggests tha t while the position of halaka
Jc
I f  th is  is  a va l id  statement one could therefore establish the 
d iffe rence , i f  any, between the people from Chencha and Dorze. 
Unfortunate ly, I have not found any reference to th is  d iffe rence.
Also, because the Chencha I spoke w ith  called themselves Dorze there
is a real p o s s ib i l i ty  tha t they have same ka 'o .
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is  in theory open to a l l  who are wealthy enough to give a halaka 
feast, in fa c t  the position o f halaka ( l ik e  everything else in  the 
Gamu Highlands) is subject to baira gedhas and is therefore dependent 
on se n io r i ty .  Sperber gives an in te res t in g  example of the problems o f  
the re la tionships between halaka, ka 'o , dere which are complicated 
by b a ira .
I witnessed twice a r i t e  tha t takes place during 
the second part o f the Maskal fe s t iv a l or d'uhe, 
where a l l  the halakas o f  Dorze plus those o f 
neighboring deres must carry together a bamboo 
pole from one place in the market to another.
In 1969, one problem: the halaka o f Bodho,
the d i s t r i c t  where the market is  s itua ted , takes 
the lower end o f the pole, the senior halaka 
of Dorze takes the upper end, and a l l  the other 
halakas o f  Dorze take the upper end, and a l l  
the other halakas take th e i r  place according 
to s e n io r i ty  along the pole from the upper 
to the lower end. In 1970, however, a l l  the 
halakas want to take the second position on 
the upper end, present th e i r  claims to 
bairaship and argue v io le n t ly  fo r  more than 
h a lf  a hour, while the inhabitants o f  Bodho 
hold the pole and stop them from catching i t .
At la s t ,  fo r  lack fo r  any be tte r so lu tion the 
bamboo pole is carried thus; a t one end of
the pole is  the halaka o f  Bodho a l l  by himself,
nobody along the pole, a l l  the other halakas 
glued together at the upper end, behind the 
senior Dorze halaka, w ith  th e i r  hands on each 
other (Sperber 1974:7).
The Economy
Farming is common in a l l  areas o f the Gamu Highlands; but, fo r  
the people l iv in g  in  Dorze and Chencha weaving is  the primary economic 
a c t iv i t y .  Because o f the rugged landscape and poor so i l  o f the Gamu
Highlands, farming is d i f f i c u l t .  Terraced f ie ld s ,  h i l l - t o p  pastures,
and an occasional h i l ls id e  fo res t forms an in t r ic a te  in te rre la te d  
a g r ic u l tu r a l  system. The lives tock  which grazes in the pastures 
(sheep, goats, c a t t le ,  horses, mules) provides manure fo r  the terraced
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f ie ld s .  Because o f  the a l t i tu d e  of Dorze and Chencha (approximately 
9,000 feet) the f ie ld  crops are l im ited  to barley (Hordeum sp. ) ,  
ensete ( Ensete ventricosum) , potatoes ( Coleus sp.) horsebeans (Phaseolus 
v u lg a r is ) , f ie ld  peas (Pisum sativum) , sha llo ts  (A llium ascalonicum) , 
and the tree cabbage ( Brassica i n t e r g r i f o l i a ) (for fu r th e r  information 
see Olmstead 1974:66 and Jackson, et aj_. 1969:37). Because o f the 
poor so i l  a balance must be maintained between the amount o f manure 
produced and the crops planted.
Among the Dorze and Chencha people farming is considered to be 
o f low status compared to weaving. Jackson e t aJL, report tha t many 
Dorze leave th e ir  f ie ld s  fa l lo w  or employ wage laborers to c u lt iv a te  
and harvest. In l ie u  of wage laborers the Dorze and Chencha women 
perform ag r icu ltu ra l labor. One o f the paradoxes of the Dorze and 
Chencha is tha t while the a g r icu ltu ra l use o f the land is re la t iv e ly  
unimportant, the r i tu a l  association between a man and his land is 
strong. Olmstead reports tha t there are many sanctions, or gome 
re lated to the use and importance o f land. For example, a man may not 
marry, s a c r i f ic e ,  have intercourse w ith  his w ife or make a vow except 
on his own or public land (1974:74).
Although ownership o f land is  an important aspect o f the social 
status o f the Dorze and Chencha people, the cash income from weaving 
to a large extent determines th e i r  posit ion w ith in  both the dere and 
the Highlands in general. According to Olmstead over ha lf  of the 
population of the Gamu Highlands, is  denied access to weaving.
Specific  gome attached to weaving fo rb id  women, tanners, and potters 
access to th is  s k i l l  ( i b id :81). Olmstead l i s t s  four patterns by which 
a young man may acquire the s k i l l s  o f weaving:
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1. A young man is  most l i k e ly  to learn the s k i l l  
o f weaving i f  someone, fa ther or brother, in 
the group, which is  the minimal un it  o f 
s a c r if ic e  knows how to weave. Socia liza tion  
in to  th is  s k i l l  fo llows channels o f trans­
mission o f other economic and social s k i l l s .
2. Lacking fa ther or brother, a young man is 
l i k e ly  to  learn weaving i f  someone w ith whom 
he has a pa tr ic ian  or other kinship t i e ,  such 
as mother's re la t iv e  or the created t ie  of 
godparent, can weave.
3. Lacking #1 and #2, a young man is  l i k e ly  to
learn to weave i f  he l ives  in a community
(dere) and d i s t r i c t  ( gutha) where there are 
a number o f weavers.
4. Lacking #1, #2, and #3, a young man may learn
to weave i f  he has the personality  character­
is t ic s  necessary to uproot himself from his 
home and seek an apprenticeship elsewhere, or 
the in i t i a t i v e  to teach himself, or a parent 
(usually the fa ther) or other close re la t ive  
w ith fr iendsh ip  t ie s  w ith a weaver l iv in g  in 
another area. ( ib id :8 1 ) .
In a survey of Dorze weavers in  the Gamu Highlands, Olmstead found
tha t 93% of the men learned weaving through kinship t ie s ,  and 79%
o f those from a fa ther or a brother.
The loom used by the Dorze and Chencha is t ra d i t io n a l and used 
throughout Ethiopia (Pankhurst 1968:259). I t  is  a two harness 
p it- loom. I t  is  hung from a sca ffo ld ing  o f s ticks where the handles 
are pulled w ith the fee t and the simple boat shu tt le  is thrown by 
hand (Karsten, 1972:93). (see i l lu s t r a t io n  I ) .  The harnesses are 
raised and lowered by means o f a leather or rope which are attached 
to the bare feet o f the weaver. In the Gamu Highlands the weavers 
often set up several o f  the looms close to each other so tha t the 
weavers can chat. As opposed to the cumbersome and expensive looms 
used in  the United States and Europe these looms are very portable, 
l ig h t ,  and inexpensive. The to ta l cost o f one o f these looms varies 
from two to f ive  Ethiopian do lla rs . Commonly the weaver sets up his
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loom in the morning, weaves u n t i l  about four in the afternoon and 
then wraps the loom in to  a compact l i t t l e  bundle and carries i t  
w ith him.
The most common weaving done by the Dorze and Chencha is  what 
is called a komblete. This w i l l  be discussed at length below.
Besides the komblete the Dorze and Chencha in the Gamu Highlands 
also weave the dunguze and buluko. The dunguze is  indigenous to 
the Gamu Highlands. I t  is  a s t r ip  o f b r ig h t a lte rna ting  s tr ipes  
used to make mens shorts. The colors are usually red, black, and 
yellow. I have been to ld  tha t the dunguze is  the tra d i t io n a l dress 
o f the Gamu Highland people, and they learned to weave the komblete 
only a f te r  the migrations of the Amhara in the early nineteenth 
century. The buluko (sometimes called gabi) is  a heavy c lo th  made 
from homespun cotton. I t  is used as a blanket and also a shawl in 
cold weather. Both the dunguze and buluko are made w ith weft face 
weaving: the transverse (weft) threads show, and the lengthwise
(warp) threads are not seen (Olmstead 1974:78)
As can be expected the income from weaving varies w ith  the 
aptitude and d iligence of the ind iv idua l weaver. Below are two 
tables which give a rough idea o f the cost and p r o f i t  made by 
weaving in the Gamu Highlands. Because of the rapid r ise  in  the 
cost o f manufactured thread these tables are d e f in i te ly  outdated, but 
they do give an idea of the re la t iv e  p ro f i ts  obtained from weaving 
the various types o f  c lo th .
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TABLE 1
COSTS OF KOMBLETE PRODUCTION IN THE GAMU HIGHLANDS
JACKSON ET AL
Poor Quality Good Quality
Per Per Per Per
komblete week(x9) komblete week(x4)
$ $ $ $
Factory spun cotton .75 1.50
Home spun cotton .75 1.50
Colored threads .50 2.00
Materials cost 2.00 18.00 5.00 20.00
Se ll ing  price 2.50 22.50 8.00 32.00
Net Return 25% 4.50 60% 12.00
(Jackson et a l : 1969:51)
TABLE 2
WEAVING TIME AND PROFITS OF GAMU HIGHLANDS
OLMSTEAD
A = fourda: th in ,  cheap cotton c lo th , p la in  borders
B = komblete: th in ,  luxury cotton c lo th ,  in t r ic a te  borders
C = dunguze: colored cotton c lo th , used fo r  men's shorts
D = gabi: weft o f handspun cotton, medium weight 
E = buluko: weft o f handspun cotton, heavy weight
Time and Costs A B C D E
Number o f  days to make .5 4 3 7 10
Cost o f materia ls, $ Et. 2.00 15.00 6.00 15.00 25.00
Sale p r ice , $ Et. 2.50 35.00 10.00 25.00 35.00
P ro f i t  per day's work $ Et. 1.00 5.00 1.33 1.42 1.00
NOTE: These are only examples; p ro f i ts  fo r  each type
cover a wide range.





According to a l l  available sources the people l iv in g  in  the area 
of Dorze and Chencha have inhabited the area fo r  many centuries.
There are no indigenous w rit te n  h is to r ie s  o f the area so tha t before 
Menelik's invasion in  1898 the information is  vague on the o r ig in  
and h is to ry  o f the Gamu Highlands.
Jackson, et aj_. and Straube mention tha t the Dorze have a long
t ra d i t io n  as mercenaries and ra iders. Straube says,
The Dorze are not exc lus ive ly  farmers, 
as are the other tr ib e s  o f the Gamu 
Highlands. They are and were in h is to r ic  
times f i r s t  o f a l l  warriors and merchants.
The men used to h ire  out as mercenaries 
in  the neighboring Ometo sta tes, which 
were constantly feuding. With the 
pa c if ica t io n  of Southern Ethiopia by the 
Amhara, however, war was not longer a 
source of l ive l ih o o d . The Dorze then 
turned to weaving, which has become th e ir  
main industry (Straube 1962:380)
Olmstead and Sperber, on the other hand, found l i t t l e  evidence 
o f the war l ik e  q u a l i t ie s  o f the Dorze.
No one is qu ite  sure when weaving was f i r s t  introduced to the 
Gamu Highlands, but many w r ite rs  (Olmstead, Sperber, Straube, 
Hauberland) have stated tha t weaving may have been introduced by 
Northern (presumably Amhara or Amarro) immigrants sometime before 
1898. According to Straube the i r re g u la r  occurance o f  weaving, 
the weavers names, loom terms, language borrowings, the respected 
position o f weavers in re la t io n  to the tanners, po tters , and black­
smiths, and the l im ited  va r ie ty  o f weaving styles a l l  suggest tha t 
weaving is not indigenous to the people from Dorze and Chencha, but is 
o f re la t iv e ly  recent o r ig in  and "perhaps goes back to the Amharic 
influences during the Middle Ages" ( ib id :  380).
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In 1898 Menelik's armies incorporated the Gamu Highland in to
greater Ethiopia. The Highlands were d ire c t ly  contro lled by the
central government in Addis Ababa by establish ing f o r t i f i e d  v il lages
or kemtama.
These centers were used to govern 
the empire— . Communication between 
posts fa c i l i t a te d  the rapid concentration 
of an army— . Moreover, from these 
towns and through the example o f Shoan 
co lon is ts , Amhara cu ltu re , re l ig io n ,  and 
language were disseminated.. (Marcus 1975:
65)
There were two successive waves of migration and colonization of
the Gamu Highlands. Both o f these waves were under the d irec t ion  o f the
Imperial Government in Addis Ababa fo r  the benefit o f the northern
peoples o f Ethiopia and to the detriment o f the indigenous peoples
o f  Gamu Gofa. The f i r s t  migration was under the d ire c t ion  o f Menelik.
The area was incorporated w ith in  the 
Ethiopian Empire by Menelik I I  during 
his campaigns o f t e r r i t o r ia l  aggrandisement 
in the 1890's*. At f i r s t  the country had 
to be held by force: a number o f garrison
towns were established, such as Baba, Chencha, 
and Eso, and Welby, v is i t in g  the area in 
1899 describes how roads were being b u i l t  to 
f a c i l i t a t e  speedy troop movements. But 
gradually the fo r ts  gave way to c iv i l ia n  
settlements, and rudiments o f an administration 
were established. The Amhara d i re c t ly  alienated 
considerable areas o f land around the towns, and 
established themselves as feudal landlords over 
the res t. They s t i l l  la rge ly  control the reins 
o f administration and local government. A ll  
education is in  Amharic, and there is nothing 
printed in the local vernacular (Jackson, e t al 
1969:8).
C eru ll i  says more s p e c i f ic a l ly  th a t,  "They were subdued by 
Menelik between 1894 and 1897". (1956:96)
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One of my informants said tha t his grandfather had a l l  o f his land
taken by one o f Menelik's so ld ie rs . He was then forced to work
on th is  land and was brought to Addis Ababa as a house servant.
He was f i n a l l y  imprisoned ^nd beaten fo r  refusing to work fo r  th is
"Amhara s o ld ie r " .  Sperber also mentions the migration o f the
northern Amhara in to  Gamu Gofa:
I I  y a t ro is  generations au moins, des 
Amharea ont immigre vers Goumaide—
Techentche--pour y chasser puis pour 
y e x p l l i t e r  les zones cituees en 
a t l i tu d e ,  moins su je ttes aux miasmes.
 se sont in s ta l le s  e t ont de fr ich e
et exp lo ite  des terres situees un peu
moin en a l t i tu d e  (Sperber 1974:7)
The second wave o f migration began in the la te  1950's and 
lasted u n t i l  about 1974. In the la te  1950's i t  was decided by Haile 
S e llass ie 's  government to bu ild  an a g r ic u l t u r a l  community in  the 
f e r t i l e  areas of Gamu Gofa. The f i r s t  step was to bu ild  a new 
prov inc ia l cap ita l a t Arba Minche. This was done by the I ta l ia n  
government (Jackson et al_. 1969:8). By 1974 large trac ts  o f land 
had been taken by the Ethiopian government, and as Jackson mentions
the Amhara con tro lled  the local government, schools, etc. A Swiss
veterinarian who was in  Gamu Gofa in 1974 reports tha t the indigenous 
peoples were almost e n t i re ly  ignored by the federal government: 
th e i r  land was taken away, th e i r  l ives tock  was not given the medical 
treatment which was free to the Amhara, and they had l i t t l e  or no 
access to the new educational f a c i l i t i e s  b u i l t  by the federal government. 
Below is an excerpt from one o f my in terviews. I t  is  typ ica l o f the 
responses I got from the Chencha people when I asked them about the 
"Amhara" in Gamu Gofa.
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Why did you f i r s t  come to Addis Ababa?
" I  was adopted by a fr ie n d  o f my fathers and 
brought here to learn weaving".
Why were you adopted by th is  man?
"Because my fa ther was dead and a l l  o f our 
land had been taken away".
Who was the man who took the land?
"Dejazmatch Amer Sellassie Aberber, who 
was a noble, took a l l  the land, but now 
the Provisional Government has taken the 
land back".
Was th is  man an Amhara?
"Yes, he was an Amhara, he was 
administrator of Gamu Gofa"
What did he do w ith the land?
"He farmed i t " .
Did he farm i t  h imself, or did he have someone 
farm i t  fo r  him?
"Of course not, he did not farm i t  himself, he 
was a re la t iv e  o f the Emperor. He was k i l le d  
by the Provisional Government".
Who farmed the land?
"His servants".
Were they "Dorze"people?
"They were Amhara, who came from Addis Ababa".
How many "Amhara" were in  the area around Chencha?
"Hundreds o f them in my place, servants of Dejazmatch 
Amer Sellassie Aberber who took the land".
The colonization o f the Gamu Highlands by the Amhara had a 
tremendous e f fe c t  on the l ives  o f the people from Dorze and Chencha. 
Before 1898 these people lived  so le ly  in the Gamu Highlands. A fte r 
1898 the Dorze and Chencha weavers began a cycle o f ru ra l urban 
migration pattern which is  s t i l l  maintained today. This migration 
pattern began fo r  two reasons. F i r s t ,  the people from the Gamu High­
lands were forced to migrate by Menelik's army.
The process of accu ltura tion was spurred 
also by the forced movement o f captives 
of war from th e i r  native province to 
other parts of Ethiopia. Such migration
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not only decreased the p o s s ib l i ty  o f 
rebe ll ion  in  the conquered areas, but also 
speeded the cu ltu ra l and p o l i t ic a l  
ass im ila tion  o f desperate peoples in to  the 
Shoan empire (Marcus 1975:65).
Second, fo r  economic reasons the Dorze and Chencha people wanted to
migrate. Clothes made o f c lo th , and especia lly  the f in e ly  woven
komblete, were and are an important mark o f status and assim ila tion
to the dominant Amhara.
— thus both the people from the North 
l iv in g  in the garrison towns and the 
local people desiring to emulate them 
wanted to buy cloth.. Dorze weavers 
began to migrate throughout the South 
and to s e t t le  in  the new cap ita l o f 
E thiopia, Addis Ababa (Olmstead 1974:
38).
For these two reasons the Dorze and Chencha people from the 
Gamu Highlands began a rura l to urban migration pattern which 
is continuous and was the genesis o f the Gamu Highland community
in  Addis Ababa.
CHAPTER 2
URBAN GAMU HIGHLAND PEOPLE
Addis Ababa is  the cap ita l o f the Shoa province and the nation­
state o f Ethiopia. I t  became the o f f i c ia l  cap ita l o f Ethiopia 
around 1890, and since tha t time i t  has become the economic, medical 
educational, and p o l i t ic a l  center o f Ethiopia. I t  is  approximately 
a t the geographic center o f the country,
For both Menelik I I ,  and Haile Sellassie I Addis Ababa was 
the show place o f th e i r  developing country. They both b u i l t  grand 
palaces (Gebbi and Jubilee) fo r  themselves and th e i r  fam ilies , A 
large portion o f the national budget was spent on hosp ita ls , m in is try  
bu ild ings, and schools which were p r im a r i ly  fo r  the benefit o f the 
c i t y  residents. I f  an Ethiopian wanted to r ise  through the h ie r ­
archical ranks o f government, or become educated, or receive even 
minimal medical care Addis Ababa is  the most l i k e ly  place to l iv e .
To a large extent Addis Ababa is  also the economic center of 
Ethiopia. Not only do "a l l  roads lead to Addis Ababa", but also the 
only ra i lro a d ,  and the m a jo r ity  o f the a i r  t r a f f i c  is  centered on the 
cap ita l c i t y  (see Appendix I ) .  Addis Ababa provides the la rgest market 
fo r  local and imported goods. The market center o f  Addis Ababa is 
the Markado. This is  a re la t iv e ly  large area o f the c i t y  with a 
seemingly endless series o f small shops, open a i r  s ta l ls ,  and hawkers.
36
37
I t  is  the Markado where the m ajority  o f  the weaving is  bought from 
the Gamu Highland people and sold by the Gurage merchants ( fo r  fu r th e r 
information on Addis Ababa see Appendix I ) ,
Sorro Meda
The Gamu Highland people I studied in Addis Ababa l ived  in  an area 
called Sorro Meda, which roughly translates as grain f ie ld  (sorro is  a 
type o f g ra in ). As the name suggests, the Gamu Highland weavers I 
studied l iv e  beside a grain f ie ld .  Sorro Meda is  located at the base 
o f Entoto in the extreme northern part o f Addis Ababa. I t  is  one of 
the highest and coldest areas of the c i t y .  The population o f the 
community is predominantly people from the Gamu Highlands. Throughout 
Addis Ababa Sorro Meda is  known as the "Dorze" or weaving community.
History
Adm in is tra tive ly , Sorro Meda is part o f Entoto Wereda, and Ras 
Desta S e ffe r . The wereda is the la rger adm inistra tive subdivision and 
the se ffe r roughly corresponds to a township or c i t y  d is t r i c t .  Sorro 
Meda is  re a l ly  a place name which locates the weaving community w ith in  
Ras Desta Seffer.
In many cases the d iv is ions between se ffe r and wereda follows the 
boundary lines established by the m i l i ta r y  camps o f Menelik's cap ita l 
(see Appendix I ) ,  Many o f  the people who now l iv e  in a p a r t ic u la r  se ffe r 
or wereda are descendents o f the o r ig ina l inhabitants o f these m i l i ta r y  
camps. These remnant groups are descended from captives, so ld ie rs , house­
hold servants, slaves, and re tainers brought to the cap ita l by a nobleman 
or important general in Menelik's army (the two were often synonomous).
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Map V
Ethiopia showing the location 






1. Sorro Meda Community
2. Manelik's Palace (Gebbi)
3. Markado area
4. University campus
5 . Menelik square
6. Haile Sellassio’s Palace (Jubilee)
7. Airport
. road to Entoto 
. Piazza
40
H is to r ic a l ly ,  the Sorro Meda community was established a f te r  
Menelik's conquest o f the Gamu Highlands. According to information 
I obtained from members o f the community, the people were brought 
from the Gamu Highlands and se tt le d  in the area o f Sorro Meda. Many 
o f the Gamu people were at f i r s t  required to work in the sorro f ie ld  
while others were pressed in to  service in the lowest ranks of the 
nobles' armed forces. One older informant said tha t his grandfather 
had been brought to Addis Ababa by Hapta Giyorgis (one o f Menelik's 
generals) as a farm worker. He was given very l i t t l e  food, and when 
he protested he was put in to  prison. According to the informant, his 
grandfather was eventually able to become a so ld ie r in Menelik's army 
and was la te r  k i l le d  in  b a t t le .
In his discussion o f Addis Ababa during Menelik's time Peter
Garretson says tha t in  1910 the "Dorze"^ community was qu ite sizeable
w ith about 3,000 "who were la rge ly  l iv in g  in the northern part o f the
c i ty "  (1974:192) ( th is  is  the location o f the present Sorro Meda
community). He goes on to say that important po licy decisions
concerning the "Dorze" were made through one of Menelik's generals
who had been appointed to be th e i r  overlord and spokesman.
The two main spokesman appointed by Menelik 
from his household were Sahafe Teezaz Gabra 
Sellase and F itawrari Habta Giyorgis, but the 
Dorze generally turned to the la t te r .  S ig n i f ic a n t ly  
enough, most Dorze l ived  on land tha t belonged to 
one or the other o f these two important but non- 
Dorze f igu res, ( ib id :  192).
I spoke with Mr. Garretson in  the summer o f 1975 about his use of 
the term Dorze. He said tha t he was using the term in the generally 
accented meaning, tha t i s ,  including a l1 people from the Gamu Highlands.
Menelik's predecessor, Shale Se llass ie , was interested in c ra fts  and 
had established c ra f t  studios at Ankobar. Garretson says tha t about 50 
o f the f i r s t  Gamu Highlanders brought to Addis Ababa a f te r  the conquest 
o f Gamu Gofa were sent to Ankobar to be educated in the t ra d it io n a l Shoan 
method o f  weaving. The most p lausib le  explanation o f  why the Gamu High­
lands were chosen over other southern peoples to go to Ankobar is  tha t 
the Gamu people already had some soph is tica tion  in weaving. Certa in ly  
the tra d i t io n a l weaving o f the Gamu Highlanders ( dunguze and buluko)
(see glossary) is  fa r  more in t r ic a te  than the re la t iv e ly  simple dress o f  
the Amhara.
According to Garretson, in the early  part o f  Menelik's reign the 
m a jority  o f the Gamu Highland people were not weavers. They were sold iers 
or household servants o f  F itawrari Hapta Giyorgis and Sahafe Teezaz Gebra 
Sellase ( ib id :  193). Why then, w ith in  a short period of time, did the
Gamu Highland people become the p r inc ipa l weavers o f the shamma or komblete
in Addis Ababa? This question is  o f  course, very important because the 
i n i t i a l  association o f  the Gamu Gofa people and weaving shaped the fu tu re , 
the l i f e  chances, and status o f the Gamu Highland community in Addis Ababa.
The most obvious explanation o f  why the Gamu Highland people
became the pr inc ipa l weavers in  Addis Ababa is  th a t,  when they were 
conquered, they already had considerable s k i l l  in weaving, As I 
mentioned in the previous chapter the trousers, dunguze (see glossary) 
o f the Gamu Highlanders have an in t r ic a te  and a r t i s t i c  design, and re- 
quire more weaving s k i l l  than the Amhara shamma. When the Gamu
Hhe en tire  length o f material used to make the dunguze (approximately 
52x82 cm) is  o f a co lo rfu l design, whereas only the border o f the shamma 
(approximately 4 cm) has a design. For a fu r th e r  discussion o f  the 
differences between these two products see Karsten, The Economics o f 
Handicrafts in T rad it iona l Societies.
42
Highland people were brought to Addis Ababa, as the spoils of 
Menelik's southern conquests, they were forced to learn to weave the 
shamma which was the tra d i t io n a l dress o f the conquering Amhara. 
(Garretson 1974:193).
At the turn o f the century, Addis Ababa was rap id ly  growing as 
an urban center and there was ample opportunity fo r  ambitious and 
upwardly mobile Shoan Amhara. Because weaving was t r a d i t io n a l ly  
a low status occupation among the Amhara, one would expect tha t, 
given the opportun ity, those Amhara who were weavers would w i l l in g ly  
desert th e i r  occupation fo r  one o f higher status. On the other hand, 
the need fo r  shamma, and those to weave i t ,  increased as the population 
o f Addis Ababa increased. As long as there were s k i l le d  "Dorze" 
slaves to supply the demand fo r  shamma, there was no need fo r  Amhara 
to engage in such an extremely low status occupation.
Another fa c to r  which most probably contributed to the i n i t i a l
ethnic exclusiveness o f weaving was the r ise  and f a l l  o f  popu la rity
o f imported c lo th . The B r i t is h  Foreign Office report on Trade and
Finance (#1978) reported tha t in 1897 American, English, French, and
Indian cotton clo th  was the s ing le la rgest imported product (1897:5).
The report o f 1897-1900 (#2531) states tha t cotton goods were the
"stap le  import" o f  Ethiopia. By 1905-06 the B r i t is h  Foreign Office
Report (#3747) states tha t:
"The ready made shamma forms a considerable 
item among the imports. Shamma are o f two 
q u a l i t ie s  - bleached and unbleached. The 
f i r s t  have a broad red s tr ip e  a t some 
distance from the border, and is  patronized 
by the w e ll- to -do ; the second is  worn by 
the poorer classes, and is  s tr iped  in 
various colors in  narrow lines near the 
edge. Native woven shammas are f in e r
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and more las t ing  than the imported.
Owing to the ease o f introducing 
the cheap imported thread in to  
the web in  a native loom the sale 
o f the imported shamma is  decreasing
(PRO #3747, 1905-06:5) (emphasis mine).
According to these reports , by 1905 the sale o f imported shamma
began to decrease, and the demand fo r  the lo c a l ly  woven shamma 
increased. Not only was the handwoven shamma f in e r  and longer las t ing  
than the imported ones, but once the Ethiopian weavers learned to use 
cheap imported thread in th e i r  hand loom they were able to under 
price the imported shamma.
As I mentioned above, Menelik's army conquered the Gamu Highlands 
in 1898. According to Marcus, the conquered peoples were brought to 
Addis Ababa as slaves. Garretson says tha t a t least 50 o f the "Dorze" 
slaves were sent to Ankobar to learn how to weave the shamma. The 
i n i t i a l  presence o f the s k i l le d  Gamu Highland weavers in Addis Ababa 
between 1898 and 1900 coincides with the increasing demand fo r  hand- 
woven ^hamma mentioned in  the B r i t is h  Foreign Office Report.
By 1905 the Gamu Highland people were probably the most s k i l le d  
weavers in Addis Ababa. They were also the most l i k e ly  people in 
the c i t y  to supply the increased demand fo r  handwoven shamma. Garretson
reports tha t by 1910 the "Dorze" population in Addis Ababa had grown
to 3,000. I t  is  f a i r l y  safe to surmise tha t the increase in the number 
o f Gamu Highland people in  Addis Ababa was to f u l f i l l  the demand fo r  
th is  handwoven shamma.
From my research in the B r i t is h  Public Record O ff ice , the report 
o f Garretson, and an understanding o f the social status o f weaving 
among the Shoan Amhara ( th is  is  discussed at length in Chapter 4)
I conclude tha t there are three main reasons why the people from the
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Gamu Highlands became the p r inc ipa l weavers in  Addis Ababa. F i r s t ,  
as slaves they were forced to  emphasize th e ir  s k i l l  a t weaving and 
acquire knowledge o f Shoan weaving techniques. Second, weaving was 
and is  a low status occupation among the Shoan population o f Addis 
Ababa, and the rapid expansion of Menelik's empire provided many 
a lte rna t ive  higher status occupations fo r  the Shoan weavers. Third, 
the decrease then rapid increase in demand fo r  lo c a l ly  woven shamma 
coincides w ith the in troduction  o f the Gamu population in to  Addis 
Ababa.
Dorze
An in te res tin g  question about the development o f the weaving 
community in Addis Ababa is  the use o f the term "Dorze" to include 
a l l  peoples from the Gamu Highlands, and as a synonym fo r  weaving.
The log ica l answer is  that the f i r s t  Gamu Highland people brought to 
Addis Ababa were the Dorze, and when subsequent Gamu people migrated 
to the c i ty  they were attrac ted to those who spoke the same language 
and had s im ila r  customs. Unfortunate ly, there is  no data to  back up 
th is  hypothesis. Another possible explanation is tha t the Dorze were 
the most s k i l le d  weavers and therefore other Gamu people who came to 
Addis Ababa to weave attached themselves to the Dorze in order to 
assure a market fo r  th e ir  weaving. In any case, w ith in  the urban 
population any Gamu weaver is  ca lled a "Dorze". But, in te re s t in g ly  
enough, a l l  weavers are not ca lled Dorze. For example, the Amhara 
weavers I interviewed, considered i t  an in s u l t  to be called a "Dorze" 
even though th e ir  s k i l l  as weavers was obviously in fe r io r  to tha t o f 
the "Dorze". A l l  o f the Gamu people I interviewed said tha t they were 
Dorze from Haizo, Dorze, or Chencha. They called th e i r  language
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Dorzinia. They said tha t the Dorze re l ig io n  was C h r is t ia n ity .
They married between towns; Chencha with Haizo, etc. The people I 
interviewed considered a l l  o f  the people from the Gamu Highlands in 
Addis Ababa to be one group: "We are a l l  f r iends".
My conclusion about the d is t in c t io n  between the various geo­
graphical groups from the Gamu Highlands (Haizo-Chencha-Dorze, D ita, 
e tc . )  is  that fo r  a con t inu ity  in  ethnographical research on the 
peoples in the Gamu Highlands, a consistent ethnic d is t in c t io n  is  
important. But i t  is  equally important to recognize that w ith in  the 
urban s itu a t io n  o f Addis Ababa these smaller ethnic d is t in c t io n s  
fade and a larger ethnic id e n t i ty  is the most important. Also, in 
order tha t there be some consistency in the research of these peoples,
I re fe r to them in th is  paper as Gamu Highland people. But, once 
again, i t  is  equally important to  recognize tha t w ith in  the urban 
s itu a t io n  a l l  the Gamu Highland people re fe r  to themselves as "Dorze",
and are referred to by the res t o f the population in Addis Ababa as
"Dorze". Whether the label "Dorze" was i n i t i a l l y  imposed from w ith in  
the group or by the urban population is  unanswerable, and to  a certa in  
extent unimportant. What is important to understand is  the d ifference 
between the label used fo r  academic research (Gamu Highland people) 
and the label used by the people in  Addis Ababa (Dorze). In terms 
o f my research, one o f the most d i f f i c u l t  problems was the d is t in c t io n
between these two labels. F i r s t ,  a l l  s ig n if ic a n t  research done in  the
Gamu Highlands makes ethnic d is t in c t io n s  between the various groups. 
Second, a l l  published research done in  Addis Ababa refers to  the Dorze 
in  general no matter what the o r ig in  in  the Gamu Highlands. Th ird , u n t i l  
my research in Sorro Meda there was only one s ig n if ic a n t  survey of the
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Gamu urban population in which the researcher had any idea o f the 
social and ethnic differences between the groups in the Highlands, 
or had done research in the Highlands. (This survey was done by Judy 
Olmstead and is discussed below).
As is  true in most urban s i tu a t io n s , minor ethnic d i f fe re n t ia t io n s  
which were important in  the rura l s i tu a t io n  are forgotten in the c i ty .
The people from the Gamu Highlands in Addis Ababa tend to band together 
no matter what th e i r  premigratory v i l la g e  was in the Highlands. My 
research in Addis Ababa was concentrated on the population around Sorro 
Meda where ind iv idua ls  id e n t i f ie d  themselves as being from the Chencha 
v i l la g e  in the Gamu Highlands. But, as I mentioned, they also id e n t i f ie d  
themselves as "Dorze". In th is  paper I have used as background in fo r ­
mation research which concerns sp e c if ic  Gamu peoples (such as Olmstead's 
work on the Haizo d i s t r i c t  people). I feel ju s t i f i e d  in using these 
sources because in many cases the research was in fa c t centered in the 
Sorro Meda community (Garretson and Zeleka), and the urban amalgamation 
o f the Gamu peoples ensures the v a l id i t y  o f the research as an overview 
o f the people. Ijn th is  paper 2 w il 1 re fe r  to the Dorze in quotation 
marks ("Dorze") as the popular label fo r  al 1 peoples from the Gamu 
Highlands 1jy ing  in Addis Ababa. This term, "Dorze" is  synonomous 
w ith Gamu Highland1s people and does not s p e c i f ic a l ly  re fe r  to the 
ethnic group known as Dorze which exists in the Gamu Highlands, The 
Chencah people in Addis Ababa are referred to and re fe r  to themselves 
as "Dorze".
Sorro Meda as an urban community
Epstein (1958), Southall (1966), Miner (1967), and Hanna (1971) 
among others have mentioned tha t in African c i t ie s  many migrant groups
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seem to d isplay a more rura l than urban l i f e  s ty le .  Hanna and Hanna
suggest tha t social and ethnic con t inu ity  with the rura l s i tu a t io n
is  an important means by which Africans in  the c i t y  adjust and avoid
interpersonal stress (1971:66). Kenneth L i t t l e  c ites the Fulbe
o f Lunsar, the Tonga o f Zambia, and the Xhosa o f  East London (South
A fr ic a ) ,  among others as examples o f ethnic groups who apparently
re je c t  urban values and re ta in  the social values o f th e i r  rura l or ig ins
( L i t t l e  1973:409). Epstein points out tha t to study most any African
ethnic group l iv in g  in  the urban s itu a t io n  w ithout reference to that
group's rura l cu ltu re  is to open the door to misunderstanding (Epstein:
1964). M itch e l l ,  on the other hand, says tha t:
when a research worker observes 
behavior in town w ith a background 
o f  rura l patterns in mind he perceives 
the two types of change in one context 
and i t  is d i f f i c u l t  to separate one from 
the other. Many anthropologists working 
in towns thus tend to formulate th e i r  
problems in terms o f general theories 
o f social change which are usually 
inappropriate. The c learest example of 
th is  type o f approach is  in those urban 
studies which formulate th e ir  problems 
in  terms o f "d e tr ib a l iz a t io n "  or 
"Westernization" or simply "accu ltu ra tion" 
in general. (M itch e l l ,  1966:45).
The establishment o f the "Dorze" as weavers in  Addis Ababa occurred 
between 1898 and 1910. In tha t period the Gamu Highland people 
established themselves as the most s k i l le d  and the most prodigious 
weavers in Addis Ababa. They also established weaving as having a 
spec if ic  ethnic id e n t i ty ,  which because of the nature o f the status of 
the occupation became a re la t iv e ly  closed occupation. The re la t iv e ly  
exclusive ethnic id e n t i ty  o f the Gamu people w ith weaving functioned 
to the benefit o f the community to the extent that i t  afforded them a
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constant and increasing source o f income. Economically, the "Dorze" 
f u l f i l l e d  an important function in  the growing empire o f Menelik 
and then Haile Sell assie. Migrants from the Gamu Highlands to 
Addis Ababa knew tha t they could go d ire c t ly  to an established 
community in  the c i t y  where the people spoke th e i r  language and practiced 
the customs o f th e i r  highland community. Also, migrants were assured 
o f a re la t iv e ly  high and constant cash income from th e i r  weaving in 
the c i ty .
Both Menelik and Haile Sellassie were aware o f the economic
importance o f th is  ethnic community o f weavers in  Sorro Meda. In a
proclamation "to ensure tha t a worker is  respected on account o f his
work", Menelik said.
le t  those who in s u lt  the worker on 
account o f his labor cease to do so.
Until th is  time you called those who 
weaved shamma you called shammane—  
and insu lted on account o f his trade 
—  Discrimination is the re su lt  o f 
ignorance— But, you by your insu lts  
are going to leave my country w ithout 
people who can make the plough (craftsman): 
the land (the country) w i l l  thus become 
bare and destitue— Hereafter anyone 
who insu lts  these people is  in s u lt in g  me—  
and w i l l  be punished by a year imprisonment,
(Mahtama Sellassie 1942:432).
But in sp ite  o f the threat of imprisonment the despised status of
the Gamu community was not s ig n i f ic a n t ly  changed. Consequently,
"the Dorze have remained one o f  the least integrated o f  the m ino rit ies
under Amhara control in the c a p ita l" .  (Garretson: 193). That is to
say, while the ethnic exclusiveness of weaving has guaranteed a place
in  the economic community o f Addis Ababa, s o c ia l ly  the Gamu people
have remained a closed and "insu lated" m inority .
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The m a jo rity  o f the Chencha in Sorro Meda do not consider Addis 
Ababa to be th e i r  permanent or f in a l  home. Many have farms, houses, 
f ie ld s ,  l ives to ck , wives, and children in Gamu Gofa (see Table). Most 
o f the o lder Chencha, and heads of the households, plan to return to 
Chencha at some time and l iv e  there permanently. Some say tha t they 
would l ik e  to have a halaka feas t, and re t i r e  to a pos it ion o f high 
status and respect. Every Chencha I spoke w ith said tha t he or she 
returns to the Gamu Highlands whenever possible. The usual time to go 
back is at Maskal (see glossary). When the men return to Chencha they 
bring g i f t s  fo r  th e i r  fam ily  and fr iends. They also wear th e i r  most 
lavish clothes and show them o f f  in the market. Unmarried men take 
th is  opportunity to look fo r  a su itab le  w ife. With only occasional 
exceptions, Chencha men have or intend to marry women from the high­
lands. A new a rr iva l to the Soro Meda community usually brings 
le t te rs  and news from Chencha. He or she is  expected to stay w ith a 
re la t iv e  l iv in g  in Sorro Meda.
TABLE 4
LAND OWNERSHIP OF GAMU HIGHLAND 
PEOPLE LIVING IN ADDIS ABABA
N= 554



























The Chencha people consider both Sorro Meda in Addis Ababa 
and Chencha in Gamu Gofa to be th e i r  homes. They often re fe r 
to the Gamu Highlands as home, but when they are in  the Markado 
or another part o f Addis Ababa they say that they are going home to 
Sorro Meda. Addis Ababa is  seen by the Chencha as a place o f work.
But unlike the Western concept o f suburban or ru ra l home and urban 
o f f ic e ,  the Chencha see the urban s itua t ion  as impermanent residence 
fo r  each ind iv idua l but as a permanent extension of th e ir  ethnic 
community. According to the Chencha, Sorro Meda w i l l  always be a 
weaving community w ith in  the c i t y .  Ind iv idual weavers may come and 
go, but when a Chencha is  in the c i t y  he knows tha t Sorro Meda w i l l  
always be his refuge. A naive country boy need only ask when he gets 
o f f  the bus in the Markado where the "Dorze" l iv e  and he w i l l  be 
directed to Sorro Meda. Once w ith in  the community a t the Northern 
part o f the c i t y  he w i l l  f in d  tha t people speak his language, know 
who he and his fam ily  are, fo llow  his social customs, and give him 
food and she lter.
There are many things tha t are d i f fe re n t  between the Chencha 
community in the Gamu Highlands and the Chencha community in Addis 
Ababa. Lack o f  e le c t r i c i t y ,  running water, cars, va r ie ty  in food, 
a v a i la b i l i t y  o f imported products are a l l  obvious differences between 
the rural and urban communities. In re la t io n  to th is  thesis and the 
social conditions of the Chencha people the most s ig n if ic a n t  d ifference 
between the two communities is  the social status o f the Chencha people. 
The contrast in the rural s i tu a t io n  is tha t because o f th e i r  re la t iv e ly  
high cash income when these despised weavers return to the Gamu 
Highlands they enjoy a high social status.
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The Chencha people consider the urban community in  Sorro Meda 
to be an extension o f the rura l community in the Gamu Highlands. The 
primary difference between the two geographical locations is that 
in the rura l s itu a t io n  they have high status and in the urban s itua t ion  
they have low status. In other words, w ith in  the congnitive framework 
o f the Chencha, social status is associated with rural and urban. High 
status is  associated w ith  ru ra l ,  and low status is  associated with 
urban. Also, to a certa in  extent the two are mutually dependent. 
Generally, one cannot earn money to achieve the high status in the 
country without f i r s t  being subjected to the urban s i tu a t io n ,  and also 
one is  usually not w i l l in g  to endure the low status o f the c i t y  unless 
one knows tha t high status awaits one in the rural s i tu a t io n .
This status association w ith  rura l and urban leads to some 
in te res ting  theore tica l points. F i r s t ,  as I said before, i f  a Chencha 
is  in the Markado or some other part o f the c i t y  he or she re fers to 
returning "home" to Sorro Meda. Within th is  f a i r l y  t ig h t - k n i t  community 
a Chencha is not despised because he is  a weaver. His social status 
is  equal to that o f the other weavers. To the extent tha t a weaver 
is not of low status w ith in  the Sorro Meda community, there is a more 
rural s itua tion  in Sorro Meda than when he is in some other part o f the
c i ty .  In terms o f accepted theories o f urbanism th is  association may
be a great jump, but in  terms o f the fee lings o f the Chencha i t  is  a 
very real one. When I asked why was Sorro Meda a "safe" place where 
they could be proud and hold th e i r  head up I was to ld  tha t i t  was
because i t  was l ik e  Chencha. When they say Chencha they do not ju s t
mean th e ir  ethnic group, i t  is  also the geographical loca tion— i t  is  
the mountains o f the Highlands, the farms, etc. This d is t in c t io n  between
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the ethnic and the geographical association is e n t i re ly  academic, 
but i t  does point out tha t a t least fo r  the Chencha there is  a place 
w ith in  the urban environment, which they consider to be more rural 
than other places in the c i ty .
When one enters the community o f Sorro Meda one qu ick ly  becomes 
aware tha t th is  area is  d if fe re n t  from other communities in the c i ty .
In general, the people are not speaking Arnharic. The food served in 
the houses is often d i f fe re n t .  While the houses are in re la t iv e ly
good condition there does not seem to be as many upper middle class
houses and forengi bet ( fo re ig ne r 's  houses). Sorro Meda cannot be 
called a ghetto, i t  does not have a wall around i t ,  nor is i t  any 
poorer than other neighborhoods. But, the Chencha people in Addis 
Ababa d e f in i te ly  do l iv e  in a re la t iv e ly  iso la ted community. More 
than anything the is o la t io n  is soc ia l.  For most o f the urban pop­
u la t io n , Sorro Meda is where the "Dorze" l iv e .  Even though i t  is  
f a i r l y  close to the U n ivers ity , several embassies, and a few palaces 
of the n o b i l i t y  and royal fam ily , Sorro Meda is not a desirable place 
fo r  non-"Dorze" to l iv e .  Foreigners are discouraged from l iv in g  there 
because "the people are thieves" and "the place is  d i r t y "  (an e n t ire ly  
erroneous d is t in c t io n  when one is  aware o f the conditions o f the rest 
o f the c i t y ) .  While the is o la t io n  o f Sorro Meda may maintain a fee ling
of d ifference from the res t o f the c i t y ,  i t  also provides a refuge fo r
the Chencha people. For example, i f  a weaver goes to the Markado to 
se ll his weaving he usually goes s tra ig h t to the Gurage traders in 
the Shamma part o f the market, se l ls  his weaving, and returns to Sorro 
Meda. Only then w i l l  he s i t  down and have a drink and re lax even though 
there are bars and more a t t ra c t iv e  p ros titu tes  in the Markado. In the
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Markado they are a fra id  tha t they w i l l  be laughed a t,  beaten-up 
or robbed; a l l  o f  which are very real p o s s ib i l i t ie s .
As I mentioned above, a l l  people from the Gamu Highlands who 
are weavers in Addis Ababa are ca lled "Dorze", even though they 
may be from Chencha. Also, the reverse is  true. The Chencha I spoke 
with re fe r  to most anyone who speaks Arnharic as an Amhara, even though 
they may be Gal la ,  T igre, Wallamo, etc, In other words, the perception 
of the dominant group in Addis Ababa, the Amhara, by the subordinate 
group, the Gamu Highland people, and the perception o f the subordinate 
group by the dominant group is g rea tly  d is to rted . While th is  mis­
perception does not g reatly  a f fe c t  the d a i ly  l ives  of the Chencha in 
Sorro Meda i t  is  an in te res ting  ind ica to r o f the social distance o f 
these two groups in Addis Ababa.
The Gamu Highland people come to Addis Ababa because tha t is  where 
they can command the highest price fo r  th e i r  weaving. I t  is  also the 
place where they encounter a despised sta tus, as opposed to th e i r  home 
in the Gamu Highlands where the high income from weaving gives them 
high status. The e f fe c t  o f a l l  th is  is tha t there is a great deal of 
migration between the two geographical locations. Young men from the 
Highlands come in to  the c i t y  to make money and older men who have made 
th e ir  money in Addis Ababa tend to migrate back to the rura l Highlands,
I t  is  weaving which engages most o f the 
long distance male migrants. This large scale 
migration o f weavers from the Gamu 
Highlands to other parts o f  Ethiopia has 
been made possible by three fac to rs : the 
existence o f a demand fo r  th e i r  c lo th ,  
the extension o f  the ru le  o f law and order 
throughout much o f the Ethiopian nation, 
and the development o f a transporta tion  
ne tw ork--It is in E th iop ia 's  urban 
centers tha t the economic e l i t e  o f the
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nation is  concentrated, the people able 
to buy the luxury c lo th  called komblete 
w ith i t s  v iv id  colored borders. —  I f  l iv in g  
in  the urban area the weaver also has the 
opportunity o f becoming personally known 
to a group o f customers who commission 
c lo th  from him, thus e lim inating  the 
middle man a ltogether. A weaver 
resident in the urban area, furthermore, 
does not have to absorb the cost of 
transporting cotton yarn to the Gamu 
Highland, ( i b id : 94).
The migration pattern o f  the Chencha in Sorro Meda is highly correlated 
w ith age. The young men and women tend to migrate to the c i t y  and 
return only fo r  special holidays. The older men and women tend to 
migrate to the Highlands and to re turn to the c i t y  only on infrequent 
occasions. This i s ,  o f  course, c lose ly linked to th e i r  status in each 
location (see Tables 5 and 6).
PLACE OF BIRTH & RESIDENCE OF GAMU HIGHLAND PEOPLE
TABLE 5
Addis Ababa Gamu Other
Born 2 8.2% 59.1% 13.8%
Res i de 86.5% 10 . 6% 2.9%
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TABLE 3
BIRTH, RESIDENCE, AND OCCUPATION OF GAMU 
HIGHLAND HEADS AND MALE NON-HOUSEHOLD HEADS 




Male Household Head Non-HousehoT
Head
Total 22% 32.7%
Born in Addis Ababa 0 45%
Mean age 6.5
Reside in Addis Ababa 43.% 25.%
Mean age 37 14
Born in Addis Abab 50.% 22.%
Mean age 37 20
Born in Gamu Highlands & Reside in
Gamu Highlands 0 45.%
Mean age 6
Born in Gamu Highlands & Reside in Addis
Ababa 54.% 25.%
Mean age 37 20
1
27.%Weavers 72. %]
Mean age 37 25
Occupation Group A .06%1 .01%1
Occupation Group B .008%1 .40%1
Weavers and born in Addis Ababa .01%* .53%
Mean age 28 11
Weavers and Reside in Addis Ababa 63.%* 35.%*
Mean age 37 25
Weavers born & Reside in  Addis Ababa 
Mean age
.01% 31.%
Weavers born in Gamu Highlands & Reside 64.% 34.%
*% o f  to ta l sample ( i . e .  male & female 
o f  to ta l male sample
occupation Group A - -  o f f i c i a l ,  l ib ra r ia n ,  fac tory  owner, 
occupation Group B - -  student, makes pike, drives ta x i ,  shop-owner
cook
(compiled from data gathered by Olmstead 1974)
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Many of the young men in Soro Meda return to Chencha at Maskal to
obtain wives.
On Maskal the young men from Addis Ababa 
put on th e i r  new b r ig h t white shamma and 
stand in a group at one end o f  the market.
Occasionally one w i l l  go and speak w ith a 
halaka, but most o f the time th e i r  eyes 
are on the g i r l s .  They look and po in t at 
each g i r l  and then discuss th e i r  good and 
bad points. The g i r ls  pretend ind if fe rence 
and sometimes ca ll  them " c i t y - s l ic k e r s " , 
but everyone knows what is  re a l ly  going on.
The men are looking fo r  a w ife , and the 
women are looking fo r  a husband, (from a 
personal in terv iew w ith Detlev Karston 1975).
The young men from Addis Ababa are the most desirable husbands because
they are certa in  to a tta in  high status w ith in  the Chencha community.
Also, they w i l l  often take th e i r  w ife to the c i t y  which in i t s e l f  is  a
status symbol. For the young men a g i r l  from the Gamu Highlands is a
more desirable wife than a c i t y  g i r l  because she knows how to spin the
thread fo r  the loom, she knows his language and customs, and they are
both o f s im ila r  social status. A woman o f a d i f fe re n t  ethnic background
might consider marrying a "Dorze" weaver to be marrying beneath her
status, whereas fo r  a Gamu Highland woman to marry a weaver is  a sign
o f high status.
Weaving in  Soro Meda. In the study o f Gamu Highland people in 
Addis Ababa done by Judith Olmstead, 36% o f the to ta l sample l is te d  
weaving as th e i r  p r inc ipa l occupation (see Table 7) 62.7% o f the male 
sample and 96% o f the male household heads l is te d  weaving as th e ir  
p r inc ipa l occupation (see Table 8). Only one percent o f  the adult 
male sample population worked at jobs unrelated to weaving.
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TABLE 4
OCCUPATIONS OF GAMU HIGHLAND PEOPLE 
LIVING IN ADDIS ABABA
Occupations % o f Population






Male Weaver & Non-weaver
associated occupation
Number 190. 113.
% o f a l l  males 62.7 37.3







% of  MHH 
% of  weavers
The houses o f the Chencha in  Sorro Meda are re la t iv e ly  small.
They contain from seven to f i f te e n  square fee t o f l iv in g  space. As is  
true fo r  most o f Addis Ababa, the walls are made o f chika (mud & dung) 
and the roof is  o f  t in .  Depending on the size there are one to four 
men who weave in  each house. A l l  o f the weavers do not necessarily l iv e  
in the same house where they weave. Some o f the weavers are young men 
who are apprenticed to the head o f  the household, while others are 
re la t ives  o f  e i th e r  the household head or his w ife .
Often there are several weavers working in the same house. Usually 
they are re la ted , and f a i r l y  often an older household head has brought
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a younger re la t iv e  from the Highlands to teach him weaving, and to 
share the household expenses. For example, in one o f the Chencha 
households there was a young man (17) and his uncle (43). The younger, 
Tesfay, had been brought to Addis by the uncle, Germu, on his la s t  
t r i p  to Chencha fo r  Maskal (spring fe s t iv a l  in  September). Tesfay's 
fa the r had died and, as the older son, Tesfay was responsible fo r  
the support o f his mother, younger brother, and s is te r .  Consequently, 
Tesfay sent up to 75% of his earnings home to Chencha. His younger 
brother was in  school and someday hoped to  come to Addis Ababa in  
order to attend the Univers ity . For h imself, Tesfay said tha t some­
day he hoped to jo in  the Bodyguard (the most e l i t e  d iv is io n  of the 
army) as soon as he had saved enough money so tha t he could go back 
to school and achieve the level necessary to get in to  the Bodyguard. 
While I was ta lk in g  to Tesfay, Germu kept shaking his head, and his 
w ife (who was spinning thread) often c licked her tongue and also 
shook her head. When i t  was Germu's time to speak he said tha t he 
also had once wanted to be a s o ld ie r ,  "wear shiny boots, dress in a 
neat uniform, carry a gun, and serve His Majesty". He had worked hard 
and learned how to read and w rite  Arnharic. But when he went to the 
army barracks they ju s t  laughed at his accent and to ld  him to go 
back to his weaving. Germu had also t r ie d  to jo in  the po lice force 
but he met with s im ila r  derogatory remarks: they said to him, "How
can you f i r e  a sh u tt le " .  Germu said tha t now he was happy as a 
weaver because he had become an important man among the Chencha and 
often asked to mediate in quarrels.
In each weaving house in  Sorro Meda the looms are set up by the
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man a f te r  breakfast which is  around seven o 'c lock (one o 'c lock 
Ethiopian tim e)* By th is  time the women in the house have been up 
fo r  a couple of hours hauling water from the one spigot which serves 
the area, and making breakfast of coffee and bread. In Addis Ababa 
the looms are usually not erected over a p i t  as in the Highlands. 
Instead, the weavers usually s i t  on a bench or chair. Otherwise, the 
looms are the same as those used in  the Highlands (See i l lu s t r a t io n  I ) .  
From the time when the weaving begins there is  the constant sound of 
the shu tt le  being thrown and the combs being moved. The sound is 
compounded by the numbers o f looms in  each house, the number o f children 
in the house, v is i to r s ,  etc.
On the average the Chencha weavers in Addis Ababa pay 20 Ethiopian 
d o l la rs **  fo r  s u f f ic ie n t  m ateria ls , cotton or cotton thread and imported 
colored thread, fo r  one komblete (see below fo r  an explanation o f types 
of material woven). They se ll  the komblete to  a middle man (usually 
a Gurage) in  the Markado fo r  30 to 33 Ethiopian do lla rs  per komblete.
The price o f materials f luctuates g rea tly . For example, during the 
summer o f 1975 ra ilroad  bridges and highway bridges leading in to  the 
c i ty  were regu la r ly  being blown up by the rebel forces. This meant 
tha t the price o f the imported thread was doubling and occasionally 
t r i p l i n g ,  and at times the thread was not ava ilab le a t any price. The 
s e l l in g  price of the komblete also f luc tua tes . During the ra iny 
season many of the Gurage traders go out in to  the provinces to se ll
*While the Ethiopian clock is  s ix  hours out o f phase w ith ours 
i t  is  more log ica l in tha t the day begins a t 1:00 (7:00 A.M. our 
t ime), and ends at 12:00 (6:00 P.M. our time).
**approximately 10 U.S. Dollar,
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the superior q u a l i ty  shamma woven in  Addis Ababa. This means that 
w ith in  the c i ty  there are fewer traders and they can ask a lower 
price from the weavers. Also during the p o l i t ic a l  upheaval in 1975 
man Ethiopians were re luc tan t to spend money on clothes when they 
were unsure of being able to  obtain food and other necessities of l i f e .  
During normal trading the Chencha said tha t they could se l l  a sing le 
komblete fo r  up to 70 Ethiopian do lla rs  i f  i t  had a wide border (one 
foo t compared to the average three inches), and i f  the border had an 
in t r ic a te  pattern (these are often sold to to u r is ts ) .  In general the 
average komblete which the Gurage bought fo r  30 to 33 Ethiopian do lla rs  
was in turn sold in  the Markado fo r  60 to 80 do lla rs .
When we compare the figures in  Table 9 w ith those in  tables 1 and
2 there is  l i t t l e  doubt why the m a jo r ity  o f weavers move to Addis
Ababa. Not only do they see the " l ig h ts  o f the c i t y "  but they receive
a s ig n i f ic a n t ly  higher income from th e ir  weaving. The difference
between the se ll in g  price o f the shamma in Addis Ababa and the Gamu
Highlands is  considerable. In 1969 the Oxford Univers ity  Expedition
to the Gamu Highlands gave the fo llow ing economic data:
weavers incomes in the Gamu Highlands 
appear to vary considerably according 
to aptitude and app lica tion . Most weavers 
were engaged in producing low q u a l i ty
shamma which sold a t $1.50 to $3.00 and
yielded them on the average, a net income 
20-25% o f s e l l in g  pr ice . Many weavers 
to ld  us tha t they made only three or 
four a week, which would mean an income 
o f about $2.00. However, several weavers 
assured us tha t they made nine or ten a 
week in  comfort, g iv ing an income of 
$4.00-5.00. (1969:51).
Most o f the Chencha weavers I spoke w ith said tha t they could 
weave the average komblete in two days, and they usually weave two or
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three per week. This would give them a gross income o f about twenty
to fo r ty  Ethiopian do lla rs  a week or fo r ty  to e ighty do lla rs  per month.
One Chencha weaver I spoke w ith  named A lle  said tha t he earned about 
ninety to one hundred do lla rs a month, he paid e igh t do lla rs  a month 
fo r  the rent o f a one room house, food cost about ten do lla rs  a week 
or fo r ty  do lla rs  a month fo r  his whole fam ily  (two ch ildren and a w ife ) .
He also sent about ten do lla rs  a month to  his mother and brother in  the





Monthly to ta l  in Ethiopian
Materials (based on Eth. $20.
per komplete)
S e ll ing  p r ice  (based on Eth.
$40 per komplete)
Net income
Gross yearly  income
Dollars





Liv ing Expenses Total monthly expense in
Ethiopian do lla rs
Rent $8.
Food and general $40.
household expense $10.




Adjusted net income in Ethiopian do lla rs





What A l le  weaves is  the t ra d i t io n a l  dress o f the Amhara--the 
Kami s and Natal a. Both are made of white gauze-like material w ith 
an in t r ic a te  border ca lled t i b i b . The Kami's is two pieces of material 
about 70 cm wide and 2.50 meters long. These two lengths o f material 
are made in to  a dress w ith the t ib ib  at the bottom. The Natal a is  
also 70 cm wide, and there are two lengths, 200 cm long w ith  a t ib ib  
at each end. The Natal a , or Gabi fo r  men, is  worn as a shawl. The 
t ib ib  in each complete set of Kamis and Natala are id e n t ic a l ,  and 
A lle  says tha t he knows over one hundred d i f fe re n t  t i b ib  patterns.
A l le  pays between $10 and $15 fo r  the colored thread and cotton 
to make one set o f Kamis and Natala. Apparently, because o f the 
increasing number o f problems in  importing goods to Addis Ababa, the 
cost o f the colored thread has been going up, but the s e l l in g  price 
o f the completed product has been steady at $18 to $32. The price of 
the completed set re ferred to as shamma or komplete is  determined by 
the in t r ic a c y  of the design, the width o f the t i b i b , and o f course,
the demand fo r  a p a r t ic u la r  pattern. The t ib ib  seems to be subject to
a l l  o f the seemingly i r ra t io n a l  laws o f fashion which are encountered 
in most soc ie ties . Some years the t ib ib  w ith  birds commands the highest 
prices (up to $100) other years i t  is a l io n ,  or diamond. Whichever 
weaver is  the producer o f tha t pattern which is  p a r t ic u la r ly  fashionable 
in  a given year makes a high p r o f i t  u n t i l  other weavers learn how to 
produce tha t p a r t ic u la r  t i b i b .
One might assume from th is  tha t there is a great deal o f comp­
e t i t io n  among weavers. My discussions with the weavers does not bear 
th is  out. A l le  is  extremely proud of his work and aware of who is
more or less s k i l le d  than he, but he does not feel tha t he is  competing
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with  the other weavers in  the Sorro Meda community fo r  the highest 
price in the Markado. As A lle  said, " I  do my work and they do th e irs .
I learn from some o f them, and some o f them learn from me. We a l l  
are Dorze". The non-Dorze weavers, on the other hand, are simply 
dismissed as "no-good".
The mean yearly  income in  Ethiopia is  approximately 1,000 Ethiopian 
do lla rs . Even i f  a Chencha weaver makes only two komplete per week 
he would be making almost two thousand do lla rs  more than the national
average; and i f  he made three komplete per week he would be making
four times the national average. The po in t is  tha t the Chencha weavers 
can make a re la t iv e ly  high income a t th e i r  occupation.
Olmstead, Sperber, Karsten, and others have mentioned the demand
fo r  lo ca lly  woven clo th  in  Ethiopia. In the f i r s t  chapter I pointed
out tha t even in the time of Menelik there was a demand fo r  the lo c a l ly
woven shamma. Olmstead says:
The national e l i t e  w ith the money to buy 
f in e  clo th  l iv e s ,  fo r  the most pa rt,  in 
urban centers. The weavers a b i l i t y  to 
produce and market his c lo th  depends upon
a number o f forces to which he must adapt
his s tra teg ies . Depending upon his degree 
o f  s k i l l ,  he can vary the types o f c lo th
produced; he can also choose whether
to l iv e  in an urban center, and receive 
more o f  the p ro f i ts  from woven c lo th , or 
to l iv e  in the rura l area, where he need 
not pay rent and where food, i f  purchased, 
is  cheaper (1974:87).
When the Gamu people were brought to Addis Ababa in Menelik's 
reign they l ived  w ith in  the compounds of Fitawari Hapta Giorgis and 
Sahafe Teezaz Gebra Sellase. To a large extent they have remained at 
these same geographical locations in the c i ty .  As a neighborhood 
w ith in  the urban se tt ing  Sorro Meda is  re la t iv e ly  iso la ted. Because
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i t  is  located in the very northern part o f the c i t y ,  Soro Meda is 
isolated geographically, but more important than the physical iso ­
la t io n  o f  Soro Meda is the social is o la t io n .  Several E th iop ianists 
(Shack, Garretson) have said tha t the "Dorze" are the most iso la ted 
and unassimilated o f  the ethnic groups in Addis Ababa. When one 
enters the Chencha community in Soro Meda one is  d e f in i te ly  aware 
of being in a d is t in c t  neighborhood. There are no spe c if ic  physical 
boundaries as in the c lass ic  ghetto, but i t  is  known tha t th is  area is 
"Dorze", Within the area of Soro Meda with which I became fa m il ia r  
Arnharic was not spoken except w ith those un fam ilia r w ith Dorzinia.
While the children were brought up to speak both Arnharic and Dorzinia, 
the la t te r  was most often spoken at home and among the children. When­
ever possible, Gamu Highland food is  served in the houses. The presence 
o f a stranger or someone who was not known to the Gamu Highland people, 
was recognized by the community. I f  one were to ask most anyone in 
Addis Ababa where the "Dorze" l ived  one would be directed to Soro Meda, 
To th is  extent, Soro Meda is  a d is t in c t  and iso la ted ethnic community 
w ith in  Addis Ababa. When an ind iv idua l moves outside o f the Soro Meda 
community he or she blends in to  the urban population. I f  they do not 
have a strong accent (many do), and do not id e n t i fy  themselves as 
"Dorze" they can be re la t iv e ly  anonymous. Because o f th e i r  occupational 
status outside o f Soro Meda and th e i r  trans ien t status most of the 
Chencha people I spoke w ith preferred to remain in the Soro Meda 
community.
CHAPTER 3
THE GAMU HIGHLAND PEOPLE AS A DESPISED 
ETHNIC GROUP
In the previous chapter 1 gave some general h is to r ic a l ,  demographic 
and economic cha rac te r is t ics  o f the Gamu Highland people, I also 
attempted to place the Sorro Meda community w ith in  the context o f the 
urban se tt ing  ex is tent in Addis Ababa. In the la s t  chapter I discussed 
the scarc ity  o f material on the early  h is to ry  o f the Gamu Highland 
people l iv in g  in  Addis Ababa. Of th is  material perhaps the most 
in te res ting  are the import-export records from the B r i t is h  Foreign Office 
which I discovered and which provide a possible answer to how the Gamu 
Highland community became the pr inc ipa l weavers in Addis Ababa.
In th is  chapter I w i l l  discuss the primary concern o f  th is  thesis: 
namely, the despised social status of the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  
in Addis Ababa. I w i l l  discuss the occupation, language, re l ig io n ,  
and past status o f the Gamu people. Within the l im ita t io n s  o f the 
ava ilab le  data I w i l l  then look at the social m o b il i ty  patterns o f the 
Gamu Highland population l iv in g  in Addis Ababa, Once again, in order 
to see the Gamu Highland population w ith in  the social and economic 
context o f the c i t y  I w i l l  compare th e i r  occupations, language, past 
sta tus, social m o b il i ty ,  e tc . ,  w ith those of other ethnic groups l iv in g  
in  Addis Ababa. In the f in a l  part o f th is  chapter I w i l l  discuss the 
"Dorze" w ith in  a social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  context. S p e c if ic a l ly ,  I w i l l
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be looking at the concept o f a cas te - l ike  social status as i t  applies 
to these people in Addis Ababa,
As I mentioned above, when one is in Sorro Meda one has a certa in  
fee ling  o f detachment from the res t o f the c i t y .  Outside of Sorro Meda 
the Chencha I studied seemed to be apprehensive and suspicious. For 
example, A lle  who was relaxed and ta lk a t iv e  w ith me while in Sorro Meda 
was uncommunicative and nervous while we were on the bus going to the 
market. When we were back in Sorro Meda at a te j  bet or bar I asked 
A lle  why he was so qu ie t in  the bus and at the Markado. While he was 
not p a r t ic u la r ly  aware of the change in his behavior outside of Sorro 
Meda he did say that sometimes when he spoke people realized tha t he 
was a "Dorze" and would make fun o f him. When I said tha t people often 
made fun o f my accent, he re p lied , "Yes, but you are not a "Dorze", 
when they laugh at you i t  is  not to embarrass you, When they laugh 
at me i t  is  malicious and I don 't l ik e  i t " .  At some po in t in our 
conversation A lle  and I were ta lk in g  about guene, the wax and gold 
poetry* o f the Amhara. I asked fo r  an example. He to ld  me tha t once 
when he was in the Markado s e l l in g  one of his best and most in t r ic a te  
shamma several o f the traders were standing around looking and bargaining 
over the purchase price. One o f the traders who knew A lle  looked at 
him and said, "What does i t  matter what we pay him, he can never be 
f u l l " .  Everyone laughed, and A l le  was g rea tly  embarrassed because the 
"gold" meaning o f what the trader said was tha t A lle  was short (he is )  
and therefore he could never be a " f u l l  man". This comment on A l le 's
* Sam anna Work1 or wax & gold re fers to th is  p a r t ic u la r  type of 
poetry where the meaning on the surface is  the wax and the true under­
ly ing  meaning is  the gold. For a fu r th e r  explanation see Levine, The 
Wax and Gold, 1965.
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manliness is  a d ire c t  reference to A l le 's  being a "Dorze" who are 
considered to be lesser men. While th is  guene may seem to be an 
extremely subtle form of harassment, i t  is  a very poignent one to a 
"Dorze". Even in  re te l l in g  the s itu a t io n  A lle  became very angry and 
said tha t one must always be very careful in the c i t y ,  outside of 
Sorro Meda, because, "the people are always looking fo r  a chance to 
take advantage o f  us".
The Chencha I spoke w ith did not consider themselves to be in fe r io r  
to the other peoples in Ethiopia. R e a l is t ic a l ly ,  they saw the Amhara 
as the ru l in g  ethnic group, but in th e i r  own eyes the Chencha I spoke 
w ith did not believe tha t the power o f the Amhara could be a t t r ib u te d  
to an inherent sup e r io r ity  o f tha t p a r t ic u la r  ethnic group. At the 
time I interviewed the Chencha, the Amhara had lo s t  th e i r  p o l i t ic a l  
power base, and the Chencha gave th is  as evidence o f the equa lity  o f 
even the most powerful*.
A l l  o f the Gamu Highland weavers w ith whom I spoke w ith were proud 
o f th e i r  p ro fic iency  in weaving. On the other hand, they also said 
tha t while they lived  in Addis Ababa, they must endure the in su lts  o f 
the Amhara, and be "s p i t  upon". The Chencha said tha t people would 
l i t e r a l l y  s p i t  a t them. I f  I were to use the Amharic tra ns la t io n  o f 
the social status o f the "Dorze" weavers I would ca l l  them a "spit-upon" 
people, but research (C o r le t t ,  Parkhur-st) on th is  and other equally 
low status occupations has used the term "despised". For the sake o f 
co n t in u ity ,  I have done the same. The nomenclature o f spit-upon people 
is  not an a r t i f a c t  o f social research in Ethiopia, i t  is  a real label
* I t  was common knowledge tha t the former pinnacle o f  su p e r io r i ty  
and power in Ethiopia, the Emperor, was now humiliated and imprisoned.
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used by the population o f Addis Ababa, When I asked people in Addis 
Ababa about the social pos it ion  o f the "Dorze" weavers, the term 
spit-upon was often mentioned. There are other occupations in 
Ethiopia, such as po tting  and tanning, which are o f equally low 
social s ta tus, but unlike weaving there is  not one ethnic group which 
today is  id e n t i f ie d  w ith these low status occupations. The "Dorze" 
in Addis Ababa are in a unique social pos it ion .
Language
The Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa speak "Dorzin ia". I t  is  
s u f f ic ie n t ly  d i f fe re n t  from Amharic so tha t i t  cannot be understood 
by an Amharic Speaker. I asked a l l  o f my Chencha informants what 
languages they spoke. A ll o f them speak a l i t t l e  Amharic, even though 
i t  is  often heavily accented. Often I found tha t my Amharic was 
be tte r than tha t o f  the Chencha. There is  an in te res t in g  age d iv is ion  
in re la t io n  to language: the older Chencha generally know less Amharic
then the younger members o f the community. The younger Chencha (under 
15) are usually not migrants to the c i t y ,  but have been born there and 
attend schools where the in s tru c t io n  is  in  Amharic. Of the population 
o f Judy Olmstead's survey 28,2% were born in Addis Ababa (see Table 6), 
and 42.2% o f the population were between the ages o f one and twenty.
None o f the male household heads, who represent the older section of 
the population, was born in  Addis Ababa (see Table 6). These s ta t is t ic s  
ind ica te  tha t as the younger Amharic speaking, c i t y  born "Dorze" grow 
up, there w i l l  be less o f a language b a rr ie r  between the Dorze community 
and the res t o f the urban population. A l l  o f  the Chencha I interviewed 
said tha t they wanted th e i r  ch ildren to learn Dorzinia. They also said 
tha t they wanted th e i r  ch ildren to speak Amharic " l i k e  an Amhara".
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Many o f  the Chencha see Amharic as a veh ic le , or a t least an essential 
c r i t e r ia ,  fo r  escape from th e i r  social status. For the Chencha,
Amharic is  a key fo r  upward m o b il i ty .  To a certa in  extent th is  seems 
to be a va lid  po int. For even i f  a Chencha takes up some occupation 
other than weaving i f  he or she can speak only Dorzinia they w i l l  
always be associated w ith weaving. I f  a Chencha learned G a ll in ia ,  
Tagrina, or some language other than Amharic he or she would probably 
not be associated w ith the despised status o f the weavers, but they 
s t i l l  would have many doors in Addis Ababa closed to them.
As I mentioned in  the previous chapter, Addis Ababa has more social 
and economic benefits than any part o f the country. One would expect 
then tha t the urban "Dorze" would have a good chance of upward m o b il i ty  
i f  they took advantage of the educational and service organizations in 
the c i t y .  But th is  is  not the case, and language deficiences are 
important in th e i r  i n a b i l i t y  to u t i l i z e  the opportun it ies. As the 
o f f i c ia l  language of the country, Amharic is  not only the language o f 
in s tru c t io n  in the schools, but i t  is  also the pr inc ipa l language used 
in a l l  economic, medical and legal transaction. I was to ld  o f several 
instances where a Chencha was denied service because they could not 
speak Amharic f lu e n t ly .
In one instance I was to ld  tha t some young men were brought to 
court fo r  refusing to pay th e i r  b i l l  a t a te j  bet (bar and whore house). 
These young men were Chencha from Sorro Meda. They had run up a small 
b i l l  a t a te j  bet in the Markado d i s t r i c t  o f  the c i t y .  Apparently, 
the proprietress o f the te j  bet did not p a r t ic u la r ly  l ik e  having these 
"Dorze" in her establishment. When the young Chencha men asked to 
s e t t le  th e i r  b i l l  the proprietress quoted them a f igu re  a t least four
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times what they had spent. An argument, and f i n a l l y  a brawl, ensued. 
Several bo tt les  and a large m irro r were reported broken (there is 
some question as to whether the m irro r was already broken). One o f the 
waitressess/whores, whose services had been u t i l iz e d  by the young men, 
claimed tha t la te r  in the evening she had been molested by a l l  o f the
young men. The f in a l  b i l l ,  which included the broken bo tt les  and
glass, and damages done to the waitress, was over $500, This amount 
is well over the amount a weaver could expect to earn in a year.
The young men spoke Dorzinia as th e i r  primary language. They did 
speak some Amharic but i t  was heavily accented, and they often did not 
understand what was said to them in Amharic. When they were brought 
to court they requested an in te rp re te r .  Their request was denied by 
the judge. They then refused to speak in Amharic and spoke only in
Dorzinia, I was to ld  tha t the judge said tha t he would not have any
ignorant weavers in his court and sentenced them to 10 years in prison.
In another instance I was to ld  by a woman tha t her f iv e  year old 
son had been h i t  by a tax i and broken his leg. The woman said tha t the 
bone was s t ick ing  out o f the skin ju s t  below the knee, She took him 
to Haile Sellassie I hospital which is  ju s t  down the h i l l  from Sorro 
Meda. When she arrived at the hospital she was to ld  tha t the boy could 
not be treated u n t i l  she found someone to in te rp re t  what was wrong w ith 
him, even though i t  was obvious tha t he at least had a broken leg. The
woman went back to Sorro Meda and found an in te rp re te r .  She was then
to ld  at the hospital tha t nothing could be done u n t i l  she paid Eth
$100, The woman said, "They treated me l ik e  dung because I was a 
"Dorze".
In terms o f the success or fa i lu re  o f the Chencha in school i t
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seems tha t language, again, is  important in making i t  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  
them to take advantage of the educational opportunities ava ilab le 
in Addis Ababa. Classes through the tw e lfth  grade are p r im arily  
taught in Amharic. While many Addis Ababa born Chencha children 
know some Amharic when they enter school i t  is  not th e i r  primary 
language. The school age children I spoke with said tha t they were 
r id icu le d  by students and teachers i f  they spoke Dorzinia a t school.
The students said tha t the "Dorze" are often r id icu le d  at school as 
being lazy and stupid. I f  what the students said to me is  true the 
s i tu a t io n  would be s im ila r  to the one Christopher Jencks^ described in 
U.S. ghetto schools. The Chencha students are led to believe that 
they are o f in fe r io r  in te l l ig e n ce  and consequently under achieve as 
a s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophesy. The students from the Gamu Highlands su ffe r 
even more than those born in Addis Ababa. In 1968 there were only 
793 f i r s t  to tw e lf th  students in a l l  o f Gamu Gofa compared with 25,260 
in Shoa (see Appendix I ) .  Again, those schools are taught in Amharic
p
and according to my informants the students were predominantly "Amhara". 
One informant said tha t the school c losest to his home in the Gamu 
Highlands was h a lf  a days walk. He said tha t he had never gone to school 
because o f  the distance involved and "because i t  was understood that 
the school was fo r  the Amhara ch ild ren". Migrants from the Gamu High­
lands have v i r t u a l l y  no chance o f entering the school system in Addis 
Ababa. This is  because, to a large extent, they have l i t t l e  or no
In e q u a l i ty : A Reassessment o f the E ffect o f Family and Schooling
in America., New York; 1972,
^Presumably these "Amhara" were the children o f the co lon is ts  sent 
to Gamu Gofa by Menelik and Haile Sellassie,
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knowledge o f  Amharic. While i t  is  a dismal p ic tu re  fo r  the Chencha 
students and there are many obstacles in th e ir  paths, i t  i_s possible 
fo r  them to advance in the school system and even complete Haile
Sellassie U n ivers ity . Almost 20% of the freshmen entering the
University in  1967 were not Amharic or Tigrigna speakers. For example, 
11% o f the freshmen spoke Gallingra or Guragigna as th e i r  primary 
languages (Langmuir 1967:5).
The Gamu Highland people, both in Gamu Gofa and Addis Ababa, are 
one o f the ethnic groups which is  given the least opportunity fo r  an 
education. But th is  is  not to say tha t i t  is  impossible fo r  a Gamu 
Highland person to complete his or her education, only tha t i t  is  more 
d i f f i c u l t  fo r  a Dorzinia speaker to succeed than an Amharic speaker.
The d iscrim ination is not against the "Dorze" per se, although tha t is  
a con tr ibu ting  fa c to r ,  but against non-Amharic speakers. For example, 
the Galla and Gurage share equally in the l in g u is t ic  and educational 
problems which face the Gamu Highland people, but a s ig n if ic a n t  number 
o f Galla and Gurage are able to reach the Univers ity . The po int i s ,  
tha t while education and language are obstacles fo r  the "Dorze", they 
are not insurmountable obstacles. And, when compared w ith the same 
factors in other ethnic groups, language and education do not warrant 
the "despised" status o f the "Dorze".
An in te res tin g  aspect o f the language d ifference o f the Chencha
people is  th e i r  perception o f the dominant ethnic group in  Addis Ababa.
A ll  o f the Chencha I interviewed named the Amhara as the dominant or 
most powerful ethnic group in the c i ty .  Further the Chencha said tha t 
the Amhara contro lled  the local and national government. I then asked 
how they, the Chencha, could id e n t i fy  an Amhara; how did they know
73
someone was an Amhara? Almost a l l  o f  my informants said tha t they 
know an Amhara by his language, Amharic, In other words, to the 
Chencha an ind iv idua l is  an Amhara, and therefore, a member o f  the 
dominant ethnic group, i f  he or she spoke Amharic, As I mentioned 
before, many o f the Chencha know very l i t t l e  Amharic, Consequently, 
i t  is  often d i f f i c u l t  fo r  a Chencha to discern good Amharic from bad 
Amharic. This means tha t to the Chencha, a Galla, Gurage, A f fa r ,  etc, 
who speaks Amharic with some fluency is  considered to be Amharic, 
Therefore, the perception by the Chencha o f who is  Amhara is  greatly  
d is to rted . The Chencha I spoke with perceive Addis Ababa as being 
populated almost e n t i re ly  by Amhara. In th is  context the Chencha see 
themselves as more in s ig n i f ic a n t  numerically and p o l i t i c a l l y  in re la t ion  
to the Amhara population than in fa c t they are,
I mentioned at the beginning o f the chapter tha t A l le  thought that 
i f  he spoke in a public bus people would know by his accent tha t he 
was a "Dorze", and therefore r id ic u le  him, I believe tha t th is  fee ling 
o f A l le 's  is  more an ind ica tion  o f the inse cu r it ies  the Chencha have 
when outside o f the Soro Meda community, ra ther than a re a l i t y .  The 
m a jority  o f the population o f Addis Ababa cannot d is tingu ish  a "Dorze" 
accent from a Galla, Sidamo, etc. accent. In other words, the various 
accents o f a non-Amhara are as ind is t ingu ishable to the Amhara as, fo r  
example, the difference between a Portuguese and Spanish accent would 
be to the average American,
There is  l i t t l e  doubt tha t language poses a b a rr ie r  to the Chencha 
people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa. I t  re s t r ic ts  th e i r  upward m o b il i ty  and 
more bas ica lly  i t  hinders th e i r  access to the medical, educational, 
and legal advantages ava ilab le in the c i ty .  In th is  respect, the
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Chencha are not unique. There are many other ethnic groups in Addis 
Ababa tha t do not consider Amharic to be th e i r  primary language.
But on the other hand, these ethnic groups are not o f despised status 
and to some extent have been able to assim ila te to the dominant 
Amharic speaking population. Therefore, while language is  d e f in i te ly  
a con tr ibu ting  fa c to r  in the Chencha's re s tr ic te d  access to the resources 
ava ilab le  in Addis Ababa, language is  not the primary cause o f the 
despised status o f the "Dorze". This can be established by comparing 
the Dorzinia speaking people with other non-Amharic speaking peoples 
in Addis Ababa. The ava ilab le  s ta t is t ic s  ind ica te  tha t Galla , Gurage, 
T ig r inya , etc. have access to the educational, leg a l,  and medical 
f a c i l i t i e s  in Addis Ababa (see Appendix I ) .  For example, in a study 
o f language learning patterns o f Univers ity  students, 44% l is te d  Amharic 
as a second, th i r d ,  or fourth  language, but none o f those 44% l is te d  
Dorzinia as his or her f i r s t  language (Langmuir 1966:4).
Religion
A ll  o f the Chencha people I interviewed claimed to be Chris tian.
They said s p e c i f ic a l ly  tha t they belonged to the Ethiopian Church.
Both Hauberland and Straube say tha t C h r is t ia n i ty  existed in the Gamu 
Highlands before the conquest by Menelik. They po in t to the existence 
o f  churches and crosses s p e c i f ic a l ly  in the area o f Chencha and Dorze.
In an in terv iew with Hauberland in  1975 he said tha t "there is  absolutely 
no doubt tha t C h r is t ia n i ty  was not brought to the Gamu Highlands by 
Menelik. I t  was there already". My interviews confirmed th is  pos it ion .
My informants said tha t they had "always" been Chris tians. On the 
other hand, I consulted some pr ies ts  on the issues o f "Dorze" C h r is t ia n ity
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and they f e l t  tha t the "Dorze" had been converted by Menelik's army,
I t  is  re la t iv e ly  unimportant to th is  thesis exactly when the Gamu 
Highland people became C hris tian , but the controversy does i l lu s t r a te  
an in te res tin g  po in t; namely, the attempt to l im i t  the upward m ob il i ty  
and ass im ila tion  o f the Gamu Highland people in  urban s itua t ions , The 
predominantly Amhara clergy refuse to believe tha t the Gamu people are 
or were anything but pagans who were converted to the " true" re l ig io n  
by the grace o f the Amhara army. For the p r ies ts  to admit tha t 
C h r is t ia n i ty  existed in the Gamu Highlands before the conquest o f 
Menelik is  to say tha t the Gamu people were one o f the "chosen", Also 
Menelik's conquest o f the southern peoples was to a certa in  extent 
ju s t i f i e d  as a re lig io u s  mission to convert the southern pagans to 
C h r is t ia n i ty ,  I f  the Gamu Highlands were already Chris tian there would, 
o f course, have been no need to conquer them,
While the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa hold f i rm ly  to th e ir  
b e l ie f  tha t they were not converted by the Amhara, they s t i l l  seem to 
accept the position of outsiders to the churches in Addis Ababa, None 
o f  my informants knew of a p r ie s t  in the c i t y  who was from the Gamu 
Highlands, or one who was even sympathetic to them. Approximately 80% 
o f the Chencha people I spoke with said tha t they had been to church 
w ith in  the la s t  month, and yet when I asked them i f  they understood 
the service ( in  Amharic and Geez) 45% said no, I also asked them the 
hypothetical question, " I f  God spoke to you what language would he use". 
While many said tha t God would not use any language, almost h a lf  said 
tha t He spoke Amharic,
A ll  o f the Chencha I spoke with went to church regu la r ly  but none 
o f them f e l t  tha t any p a r t ic u la r  church in Addis Ababa was his or hers
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or tha t any p a r t ic u la r  p r ie s t  was his or her p r ie s t .  The Chencha 
from Soro Meda went to Church in groups o f f iv e  or s ix  and sat on the 
edge o f the main f lo o r  o f the church. One has no fee ling  from the 
Chencha tha t they id e n t i fy  or feel a part o f the re l ig io n  service.
They are Ethiopian Orthodox so they go to the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church, but they remain apart from the rest o f the congregation.
S im ilar to the segregation o f blacks in the early  churches in the 
southern United States, the Chencha s i t  in a sp e c if ic  and separate 
part o f the Church.
Many o f  the non-"Dorze" residents o f  Addis Ababa I spoke with said 
tha t the "Dorze" were magical and had the e v i l  eye, and tha t even though 
they went to church they only used God fo r  magical purposes. Some 
people said tha t the "Dorze" contaminated the church, and they should 
not be allowed beyond the church yard. I spoke with a couple o f p r ies ts  
who said tha t while the "Dorze" were nominally Christian they could 
never t r u ly  understand the s ign if icance of the re l ig io n ,  and tha t the 
"Dorze" would probably not go to heaven. When I asked why, one p r ie s t  
said tha t the "Dorze" were pagan at heart, and tha t given the chance 
they would revert to worshiping the snake .
While re l ig io n  is often a vehicle fo r  assimilation,, the Chencha 
community fee ls tha t they are "outs iders" in the Christian churches of 
Addis Ababa. As such, the church re inforces the low status posit ion o f 
the Chencha weavers. One might see the pos it ion  o f  the Chencha in the 
church as based on th e i r  ethnic o r ig in  or th e i r  supposed pagan heritage,
To my knowledge the Gamu Highland people never worshiped a snake. 
The p r ies ts  reference may be to the supposed re l ig io n  o f  Ethiopia 
p r io r  to Sheba's v i s i t  to Solomon,
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or tha t the despised status o f  the Chencha is based on th e i r  pos ition 
in the church; but, such is  not the case. There are several other 
ethnic groups which were conquered by Menelik during his southern 
expansion, and they have re la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  trouble in ass im ila ting  to 
the urban population. As an ethnic group the Sidamo or Konso or Galla 
do not occupy a despised status in Addis Ababa. Many ind iv idua ls  from 
these groups have not only been able to become assimilated in to  the 
population o f the c i t y ,  but also some have attained high status 
positions in the government, education, trade, etc. For example, in a 
survey I did o f appointments to high level government positions I found 
names which were id e n t i f ie d  by experts* as being non-Amhara: in 1948
Shihmed Farah, a Muslim, was appointed as a prov inc ia l governor; in 
1962 Blata Derressa Amentie, a Galla was appointed a member o f the 
Senate: in 1962 Mohammed Hassan, also a Muslim, was appointed Bejirond
(a m i l i ta r y  t i t l e ,  e sse n t ia l ly  commander o f prov inc ia l fo rces): in
1942 Mulughetta B u l i ,  a Galla, was appointed Commander o f the Imperial 
Body Guard, etc. These, and others, were id e n t i f ie d  not only as non- 
Amhara but also as non-Christian. The re l ig io n  o f a subordinate group 
has often been a b a rr ie r  to ass im ila tion  and upward m o b il i ty  in a 
dominant group. But in the case o f  the Gamu Highland people i t  is  not 
the determinant o f th e i r  low status. Precisely because other sub­
ordinate groups have been able to a t ta in  re la t iv e ly  high status in 
Addis Ababa, in sp ite  o f th e i r  present re l ig io n  or lack o f Christian 
heritage, one would expect the Gamu Highland people to be able to do 
the same.
*Further d e ta i ls  o f th is  survey can be seen in Appendix I .
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The peripheral status o f the Gamu Highland people in the Ethiopian 
churches in  Addis Ababa is  a strong ind ica tion  o f the perception o f 
the "Dorze" by the urban population. The Gamu Highland people are 
to le ra ted in the church, but th e i r  motives and commitment to 
C h r is t ia n i ty  are seen as conniving and temporary.
Past Status
The Gamu Highland people were f i r s t  brought to Addis Ababa as
slaves and captives o f Menelik's southern conquests. And, as Oppenheimer
says o f the formation o f the state:
The s ta te , completely in i t s  genesis, 
e sse n tia l ly  and almost completely 
during the f i r s t  stages o f i t s  
existence, is  a social in s t i tu t io n ,  
forced by a v ic to r ious  group o f men 
on a defeated group, w ith the sole 
purpose o f regula tion o f the dominion 
o f the v ic to r ious  group over the vanquished 
and securing i t s e l f  against re vo lt  from 
w ith in  and attacks from abroad.
Te leo lo g ica l ly ,  th is  domination had no 
other purpose than the economic exp lo ita t ion  
o f the vanquished by the v ic to rs  (Oppenheimer 
1914:15).
Menelik's state was s t i l l  in i t s  formative period when the Gamu Highland 
people were brought to Addis Ababa. As I have mentioned before th e i r  
s k i l l  o f weaving was exploited by the ru lers o f the c i ty .  According to 
Oppenheimer th is  exploited vanquished group forms the base fo r  the class 
d is t in c t io n s  o f the f u l l y  developed s ta te . The Gamu Highland people 
ce r ta in ly  f a l l  in to  th is  category: they were the exp lo ited , vanquished
people, and they are s t i l l  o f  the lowest status in the c i t y .  And, to a 
certa in  extent the descendents o f  Menelik's army s t i l l  ru le  the c i t y  
and form the upper class and are the ones who ca ll  the Gamu Highland 
people "despised". One o f my Chencha informants said tha t he was often
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called shanqualla or slave by the Amhara, When th is  p a r t icu la r  
young man went to a store to ask fo r  a job he was to ld  tha t he could 
be th e i r  shanqualla, but no "Dorze" could expect to be paid.
While past status o f the Gamu Highland people determines tha t 
to a large extent they s t i l l  be in the lower class th e i r  past status 
does not necessarily mean tha t they w i l l  be o f a despised status. In 
other words, simply because the Gamu Highland people were vanquished 
people they were not also despised people. In order to prove th is  
po in t we need only look a t other ethnic groups tha t were conquered by 
Menelik's army. The Gurage, some o f the Galla, the Sidemaesa, e tc . ,  
were brought in to  Menelik's empire e ith e r by force or by the threat 
o f force.
Urban social ranking and status d i f fe re n t ­
ia t io n  o f the various ethnic groups 
c ry s ta l l iz e d  during the formative period 
o f the ca p ita l .  Noble prov inc ia l governors
 brought to the c i t y  and se tt led  th e ir
entourages of war prisoners, indentured 
serfs , and slaves. By 1910, urban social 
rank and status had c ry s ta l l iz e d  in terms 
o f two c lose ly linked fac to rs : e th n ic i ty
and occupation. (Shack 1973:257) (emphasis 
mine)
By and large most urban labor undertakings 
o f ind iv idua ls  o f lower-status ethnic 
groups, such as the Gurage, (were o f low 
status) and over the years the p a r t icu la r  
ethnic group as a whole has become id e n t i f ie d  
with certa in  occupational spec ia liza tions: 
fo r  example, the Dorze with weaving, the Wallamo 
with bu ild ing construction, — and the Gurage 
in market trade and manual labor, ( ib id : 267).
While the non-Dorze ethnic groups which were brought to Addis Ababa as
slaves or captives d id , and to some extent s t i l l  do, occupy a re la t iv e ly
low status in the c i t y  they are not o f despised status. This sp it-on
pos it ion  o f the "Dorze" is  unique to the spe c if ic  occupation mentioned
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above (weaving, tanning, metal working, e tc . ) .  Manual labor, bu ild ing 
construction, etc. are o f lower status than, fo r  example, a teacher 
or a tax i d r ive r ,  but the ind iv idua ls  in these occupations are not 
p u b l ic ly  discrim inated against or humiliated and s p i t  at in public .
Weavi ng
While the language, re l ig io n ,  and past status o f the Gamu Highland 
people are d e f in i te  casual factors in th e i r  social status they alone 
do not account fo r  the extreme despised status the Gamu people occupy. 
Other ethnic groups in Addis Ababa with d i f fe re n t  languages, re lig ions  
and past status are not ca lled despised and "sp it-upon".
A ll  o f the Chencha I spoke w ith said tha t they were s p i t  upon 
because they were weavers and not because o f th e i r  re l ig io n ,  language, 
or past status. When outside o f  Sorro Meda the Chencha go to great 
lengths to hide th e i r  occupation. I was to ld  by some o f my best 
informants tha t we should not ta lk  about weaving when we weve trave ling  
outside of Sorro Meda. In terms o f  hiding th e i r  occupation I observed 
tha t a l l  o f the weavers I came in contact with had a small suitcase in 
which they put a completed komblete to take to the Markado which is 
on the other side o f the c i t y .  The pattern seemed to be the same with 
most o f the weavers. They would complete the weaving, take o f f  th e ir  
shamma i f  they were wearing one (the shamma is  often draped around the 
shoulders in cold weather), put on th e ir  best c i t y  clothes which were 
usually cheap manufactured western c lo th ing , and pack the komblete 
in to  the small suitcase. They would then take the bus to the Markado 
where they would go to the shamma section o f the market. They would 
go to a trader (often a Gurage), open the suitcase, and s tre tch  out
the material f u l l  length. The trader would quote a p r ice , there 
would be a b i t  o f  bargaining, and i f  the Chencha did not agree on the 
price he would ca re fu l ly  pack up his weaving and go on to the next 
trader. The suitcase seemed to me to be an important part o f the 
pa ttern, consequently I asked why the suitcase was used and was given 
the obvious answer tha t i t  kept the weaving clean. A fte r  fu r th e r 
questioning i t  seemed to me tha t the suitcase did in fa c t  keep the 
weaving clean but also i t  served to  hide the komblete which would 
id e n t i fy  the ind iv idua l as a weaver. I ro n ic a l ly ,  carrying the small 
suitcase provided observers an easy way to id e n t i fy  a weaver on his 
way to market*.
There are many instances, re la ted to me by the Gamu Highland 
people, which l in k  th e i r  status with th e i r  occupation. As I have said, 
they were often called d i r t y  weavers, women, or less than men. One of 
my informants to ld  me tha t when he applied to the army he was to ld  
tha t one "could not shoot w ith a sh u t t le " .  One Chencha boy to ld  me 
tha t a t school he was kidded by the other students and to ld  to go
back to weaving and " s i t t in g  to u r ina te ".
The children o f  the Chencha people provided another l in k  in under­
standing the fee ling  about weaving. The younger ch ildren who were not 
in school spent most o f th e i r  time playing around the men while they 
were weaving, and helping th e i r  mothers w ith the spinning. A three 
year old very proudly showed me how she could turn the crank on the
spinning apparatus while her mother guided the cotton f ib e rs  in to  the
•k
In the public transporta tion  I would occasionally go up to an 
ind iv idua l with one o f these small suitcases and greet them in Dorzinia, 
only once was I wrong in id e n t i fy in g  the ind iv idua l as a weaver.
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strand. At a very early  age both boys and g i r ls  learn the f a i r l y  
coordinated movements o f pu l l in g  and cranking necessary to spin the 
thread. When I asked these pre-school ch ildren what they wanted to 
do when they grew up, most often they said tha t they wanted to be 
weavers and spinners l ik e  th e i r  mothers and fathers. The older o f 
the pre-school ch ildren are also in terested in going to school and 
occasionally being a so ld ie r .  This was, o f course, the reaction I 
expected. On the other hand, the children who had been in school fo r  
as l i t t l e  as e ight months were not a t a l l  in terested in weaving.
None of the school age children I questioned gave weaving as th e i r  
most desired occupation. As soon as the children o f the Chencha l e f t  
the Sorro Meda community they were socia lized to look down on weaving 
as an occupation. The overwhelming m a jo r ity  o f the boys wanted to 
become so ld ie rs , and the g i r ls  wanted to become nurses. The school 
age children accepted tha t th e i r  parents were weavers because "a l l  
Dorze in Addis Ababa are weavers". The students believed tha t i f  
they stayed in  school i t  would be possible fo r  them to get a job as a 
s o ld ie r ,  teacher, etc. Those students w ith whom I talked said tha t the 
main reason th e i r  parents had trouble  is  tha t they were not born in 
Addis, and did not know Amharic w e l l ,  and were uneducated. The younger 
Chencha who were born in Addis Ababa seemed to be more o p t im is t ic  about 
th e i r  chances o f doing something other than weaving. While a l l  o f the 
students know at least the basics o f weaving or spinning, th e i r  parents 
often did not require them to work at home as long as they were studying. 
I t  was d i f f i c u l t  to get the older students to ta lk  about weaving. They 
were embarrassed tha t th e i r  parents were weavers. On the other hand, 
when I asked i f  th e i r  fathers were good weavers and i f  they knew many
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patterns they seemed to be proud tha t the "Dorze" were the best 
weavers and th e i r  fathers knew "hundreds" o f patterns.
One o f  my informants, Germu, said tha t he was aware tha t the 
Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government was try in g  to stop the d iscrim ination 
against weavers but "they (the Government) have too many troubles in 
the North and w ith the butchers* to bother w ith us. As long as we are 
weavers they w i l l  always kid us underneath even i f  they do not to our 
face". He looked forward to return ing to his farm in Chencha in a few 
years.
Many o f the Chencha I interviewed were hopeful fo r  a change in 
status fo r  weaving, but when I asked them i f  they would continue to
weave i f  i t  became a respectable pos it ion  none of them said yes. In
my own opinion th is  is  due to d is b e l ie f  on the part o f  the Chencha 
people. Like Germu, they have learned to be pragmatic and they see 
l i t t l e  hope fo r  a change in the t ra d i t io n a l  status o f weaving. Without 
revealing the author, I read to several o f my informants the proclamation 
issued by Menelik in which he threatened one year imprisonment fo r  
in su lt in g  a weaver (discussed above). The Chencha assumed tha t the 
proclamation was issued by the Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government. They 
said tha t never in a hundred years could the government change the 
status o f weaving because "those people who wrote i t  are never around 
when we are kicked, and they can 't  a rres t a man fo r  the way he looks
at us". Of course, they are r ig h t .
*"The north" refers to the trouble w ith E ritrea  and the A ffa rs . "The 
butchers" refers to the government price freeze on meat. The butchers 
in Addis Ababa refused to k i l l  and consequently, there was no "legal 
meat in Addis Ababa u n t i l  the government removed the price freeze.
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One might expect tha t the Chencha people would not be proud of 
th e i r  work i f  i t  was obvious to them tha t i t  was th e i r  occupation 
which earned them th e i r  despised status. But, qu ite  the contrary is 
true . A ll o f the weavers I talked to were proud o f th e i r  s k i l l  a t 
the loom and assured me tha t they, the "Dorze" were the best weavers 
in  a l l  o f Ethiopia. They considered th e i r  s k i l l  to be God-given and 
exclusive to th e i r  ethnic group. There are other weavers in Addis 
Ababa who belong to ethnic groups other than the Gamu Highland people. 
The Chencha consider the weaving done by these "non-Dorze" to be 
considerably in fe r io r  to  th e i r  work. I interviewed some of these 
"non-"Dorze" weavers, and from my l im ited  exposure I agreed with the 
Chencha's judgement o f q u a l i ty  o f th e i r  weaving. Unlike the Chencha 
I talked to ,  the "non-Dorze" weavers (they said tha t they were Amhara) 
did not seem to be p a r t ic u la r ly  proud o f th e i r  weaving. I asked them 
i f  they thought th a t the "Dorze" weaving was be tte r than th e irs .  They 
would not give a d ire c t  answer but said tha t the "Dorze" did not know 
th e i r  (Amhara) t ra d i t io n s  and were in fe r io r  people. I compared the 
prices the Amhara said tha t they got fo r  th e i r  weaving w ith the price 
the Chencha got ($Eth. 18 vs $Eth. 25) and the Chencha commanded the 
higher prices in the market.
The Amhara weavers I spoke w ith provided an in te rs t in g  contrast 
to the Chencha. As I mentioned they did not seem to be as proud o f 
th e i r  weaving, and they got a lower price fo r  th e i r  work. Unfortunately, 
the time re s t r ic t io n s  on my research did not allow fo r  the opportunity 
to conduct extensive interviews w ith these Amhara weavers ( I  interviewed 
only 10 in comparison to over 70 extensive interviews with the Chencha). 
I t  is possible tha t the number o f Amhara weavers I interviewed may be
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proportionate to the to ta l number o f weavers in Addis Ababa, but I 
cannot be sure. The important social fa c t tha t emerged from the 
"non-Dorze" interviews was th a t;  one, they f e l t  tha t they also occupied 
a despised position in Addis Ababa socie ty; and two, tha t they f e l t  
tha t th e i r  posit ion was so le ly  accounted fo r  by th e i r  occupation.
The Amhara I spoke w ith said tha t while they were not o f as low a 
status as the "Dorze", "because we are Amhara", they did feel tha t 
they were looked down upon because they were weavers. Most o f the 
Amhara I spoke with were quick to po in t out tha t they had a brother, 
cousin, or other re la t iv e  who was very respected and had a posit ion 
in the government, or owned his own ta x i ,  etc.
I t  would be both in te res tin g  and, hopefu lly , conclusive to use 
the "non-Dorze" weavers in Addis Ababa as a control group to te s t  my 
working hypothesis tha t occupation is  the sole determinate o f  the 
despised status o f the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa. The 
lack o f information on the weavers in Addis Ababa who are not from the 
Gamu Highlands is  a serious defic iency in my research. As I mentioned 
above, due to the re s t r ic t io n s  o f time and the research atmosphere in 
Addis Ababa in 1975, i t  was not possible to gather s u f f ic ie n t  in fo r ­
mation on the "non-Dorze" weavers. Personally, I believe tha t the 
statements by the Chencha and Amhara informants are a strong ind ica tion  
tha t weaving was the cause o f th e i r  status. But, on the other hand, 
i t  is  both informative and supporting to consider other possible 
contr ibu tions to the status o f the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in  Addis 
Ababa.
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Weaving as a Caste-Like Stratum. From my observations, the 
d iscrim ination  against the Gamu Highland weavers occurs in a l l  parts 
o f the c i t y  except those areas, l ik e  Sorro Meda, where there is  a 
community o f Gamu Highland people. In a bank, s tore, or bar an 
ind iv idua l who is  id e n t i f ie d  as a weaver is  l i k e ly  to be served la s t  
and begrudingly. "Dorze" are denied access to hosp ita ls , po lice s ta t ions , 
the army, municipal o f f ic e s ,  and schools. A Chencha weaver is subject 
to the same type o f segregation as the blacks in the United States.
The d ifference is  tha t weavers are not phys ica lly  d i f fe re n t  from the 
res t o f the urban population in Addis Ababa, so as long as a Chencha 
is not id e n t i f ie d  as a weaver he or she is  not discrim inated against.
Weaving is  despised in Addis Ababa, and because "Dorze" is
synonomous w ith weaving, the "Dorze" are despised. In an ind iv idual
from the Gamu Highlands came to Addis Ababa and was able to obtain a
job other than weaving he or she would not be despised. For example,
there are several Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa, but not
in Sorro Meda, who have assimilated to the Amhara and have jobs as
tax i d r ive rs , in government agencies, and are college students (see
Table 7). These people are not despised.
In the national se tt in g , which provides 
a lte rn a t ive  id e n t i t ie s  fo r  ind iv id ua ls , 
i t  is  possible tha t a ch i ld  born o f a 
male who is  known as a Dorze or Dita 
w i l l  not choose to activa te  tha t status 
and w i l l  not be so perceived by others.
This would apply in p a r t ic u la r  to a ch ild  
o f a marriage o f a Dorze man in Addis Ababa 
to a woman of another ethnic group, say 
Galla, whose mother has divorced his 
fa the r,  who is raised speaking f lu e n t 
Amharic and no Dorze, who is  educated 
in the public school system and who 
passes in to  the l i t e r a te  e l i t e  o f  the 
nation ( i b id : 44).
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From the information I gathered I believe tha t i f  an ind iv idua l
is  a weaver he w i l l  be o f a despised social posit ion fo r  as long as
he continues tha t profession. To th is  extent the Gamu Highland people 
in Addis Ababa are in  a cas te - l ike  social stratum. They belong to th is  
social stratum because o f th e i r  occupation. I t  is  not a pure caste 
because i t  is  possible fo r  ind iv idua ls  to move out o f  the stratum by 
taking up a d i f fe re n t  occupation. In the pure caste system o f India 
each caste is a mutually exclusive social group, and membership in the 
caste is  both hereditary and fixed fo r  l i f e  (Buckley 1969:32). The 
caste system in India came about when the Aryans conquered the in ­
digenous Dravidian ethnic groups o f the Indus Valley. The conquerors 
became the Brahman or upper class, and exp lo ited the vanquished peoples. 
The d iv is ion  in to  castes is  the base o f the Hindu economic, re l ig io u s ,
and social processes. As I mentioned above a s im ila r  s i tu a t io n  existed
in Ethiopia. The Amhara army o f Menelik conquered the Gamu Highlands 
and forced the Gamu Highland people in to  a despised occupation.
The "Dorze"/Amhara s itu a t io n  is s im i la r  to the caste system of 
the Hindus in tha t there is a dominant and a subordinate group, each 
o f d i f fe re n t  ethnic o r ig in ;  and, as long as a "Dorze" remains a weaver 
he is  a member o f a mutually exclusive social group. The two systems 
are d is s im ila r  in tha t membership in the weaving or "Dorze" caste is  
not f ixed  fo r  l i f e ,  nor does i t  pertain to a l l  of the social s itua tions  
which a Gamu Highland person w i l l  encounter in his or her l i f e .  Con­
sequently, I designate the social stratum o f the Gamu Highland people 
l iv in g  in Addis Ababa as "ca s te - l ike " .  While an ind iv idua l from the 
Gamu Highlands is  l iv in g  in Addis Ababa doing weaving he or she is  in 
a social posit ion as r ig id  as the caste o f  India. On the other hand,
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i t  is  possible and probable tha t no one Gamu Highland ind iv idua l w i l l  
remain in tha t pos it ion a l l  o f his or her l i f e ;  e i th e r  an ind iv idua l 
w i l l  take up another occupation or he or she w i l l  return to the Gamu 
Highlands where weaving is  not despised.
In the Gamu Highlands weaving is not a despised occupation. In 
fa c t ,  because o f the re la t iv e ly  high cash income accrued from weaving, 
the status o f the occupation is  re la t iv e ly  high. When I asked the 
Chencha in Sorro Meda i f  th e ir  Hal aka were weavers I was to ld  tha t a l l  
o f  the Hal aka had been weavers at one time. A ll  but a very few o f the 
Chencha I spoke w ith in Addis Ababa said tha t they intended to return 
permanently to the Gamu Highlands. Also, most o f the Chencha weavers 
go back to the country fo r  Maskal (Spring fe s t iv a l ) .  When the weavers 
in Addis Ababa do return to the Gamu Highlands they are no longer in 
the cas te - l ike  social posit ion o f the c i t y ,  but instead enjoy a r e l ­
a t iv e ly  high social status. This would suggest tha t the social posit ion 
o f the Gamu Highland people depends not only on th e i r  occupation but 
also on th e i r  geographical location.
I f ,  as my Chencha informants said, weaving is  the primary reason 
fo r  th e i r  despised status in Addis Ababa they would need only to take 
up another occupation in order not to be in th is  cas te - l ike  social 
pos it ion . There is  some evidence to support th is  explanation. The 
Gamu Highland people I spoke with who were not weavers said tha t they 
were not s p i t  on. In fa c t ,  some o f the Gamu Highland people in Addis 
Ababa had been able to assimilate to the urban population, become 
un ive rs ity  students, have re la t iv e ly  high status jobs, etc. This 
information is  by no means conclusive, but i t  does add strength to 
the hypothesis tha t occupation is an important fa c to r  in  determining
the status o f the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in the cu ltu ra l environs 
o f Addis Ababa at th is  period in h is to ry .
From the demographic po in t of view, the primary e f fe c t  o f the 
cas te - l ike  posit ion o f  the Gamu Highland people is on th e i r  migration 
pattern. In the f i r s t  chapter I mentioned that the weavers in the 
Gamu Highlands consider tha t they are o f high social status compared 
to those Gamu peoples who do a g r icu ltu ra l labor. This is  true to the 
extent tha t Dorze and Chencha weavers w i l l  h ire  a g r icu ltu ra l laborers 
even i f  they do not expect to make any p r o f i t  from th e i r  land. By 
h ir in g  ag r icu ltu ra l laborers the weavers maintain th e i r  patron position 
in re la t io n  to the other peoples in the Gamu Highlands. Because of 
th is  high status most o f the weavers in Addis Ababa wish to return to 
th e i r  prov incia l home. In other words, in the c i t y  the weavers have 
low status and in the country they have high s ta tus, therefore many 
weavers migrate back to the country.
Generally, the Gamu Highland weavers migrate to Addis Ababa as 
young men. They remain in the c i t y  at the house o f a re la t iv e  and 
eventually move in to  th e i r  own rented house. They return to the High­
lands to pick a w ife , and perform fam ily  r i tu a ls  (see Chapter 1), When 
the men have accumulated enough money, or can no longer weave because 
o f f a i l in g  eyesight (a common complaint among weavers) they w i l l  often 
return to th e i r  land in the Gamu Highlands, The rural/urban migration 
pattern o f  the Gamu Highland weavers is ,  then, determined both by age 
and the rural/urban status d i f fe re n t ia l  o f weaving.
The m ajority  o f  the Chencha I interviewed plan to return to the 
Highlands permanently when they have saved enough money. They said 
tha t at home in Chencha they were respected men because they could
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a ffo rd  f ine  c lothes, support a house in the c i t y ,  and also send money 
home to th e i r  fam ily . E ssen tia l ly , the economic rewards o f weaving 
have made i t  possible fo r  the Gamu people in Addis Ababa to achieve 
high status in  the Highlands even though they had had to endure 
despised status while in the c i t y .  The e f fe c t  th is  status d ifference 
and migration pattern has had on the urban Gamu community is  tha t to 
a large extent the c i t y  is  an impermanent residence. The Chencha people 
I interviewed said tha t they put up w ith th e i r  l i f e  in the c i t y  only 
because they knew tha t i t  was temporary. The m ajority  o f the Chencha 
around Sorro Meda considered themselves to be tra n s ie n t,  and th e ir  
residence to be almost an in d u s tr ia l dormatory. True, many wanted to 
buy land and bu ild  a house in Addis Ababa, but the primary purpose o f 
th is  was to provide an income fo r  th e i r  old age in Chencha.
The Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa occupy a cas te - l ike  social 
pos it ion . One o f the cha rac te r is t ics  o f  th is  pos ition is  tha t they 
are s p i t  on and despised. My research has led me to conclude tha t the 
primary reason the "Dorze" are in a cas te - l ike  social pos it ion is  the 
low esteem with which the non-Dorze hold the occupation o f weaving. The 
information which led me to th is  conclusion is  tha t while other factors 
which commonly influence social status (education, language, past s ta tus, 
e tc . )  ce r ta in ly  a ffec ts  the pos ition o f these people, but when seen in 
re la t io n  to other non-Amhara ethnic groups in Addis Ababa, weaving 
alone places the "Dorze" in th e i r  p a r t ic u la r  social pos it ion . Un­
fo r tu n a te ly , I was not able to gather s u f f ic ie n t  information on the 
non-"Dorze" weavers to be able to state my conclusions as a proven 
hypothesis. I s incere ly  hope tha t in the fu ture  i t  w i l l  be possible to 
gather the information which w i l l  make th is  possible.
CHAPTER 4
SOME THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS OF THE STATUS 
OF WEAVING
In the la s t  chapter I discussed some o f the cha rac te r is t ics  o f 
the Gamu Highland people l iv in g  in Addis Ababa. I compared these 
cha rac te r is t ics  to those other ethnic groups in the c i t y ,  and I gave 
examples o f how the "Dorze" weavers are discrim inated against. I 
concluded tha t i t  is  p r im a r i ly  the tra d it io n a l negative a t t i tu d e  of 
the dominant Amhara toward the occupation o f weaving which puts the 
"Dorze" in to  cas te - l ike  social pos it ion , and one o f  the a tt r ib u te s  o f 
th is  a t t i tu d e  is  tha t i t  is  despised. In th is  chapter I review some 
o f the possible explanations o f why weaving is  in th is  social pos it ion .
A d i f f i c u l t y  in an ethnography o f a m inority  group associated
with a sp e c if ic  occupation is  d is tingu ish ing  between the social status 
o f the m inority  and the social status o f the occupation. Further, i t  
is  d i f f i c u l t  to determine both the extent to which the status of an 
occupation a ffec ts  the status o f a m ino r ity , and the extent to which the 
status o f a m inority  a ffec ts  the status o f an occupation.
This d i f f i c u l t y  in d i f fe re n t ia t in g  the status o f a m inority  and o f 
an occupation makes the case of the Gamu Highland weavers o f s ign if icance
to the general l i te ra tu re  on social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  and occupations.
One does not often f ind  a case where the occupation o f a m inority  has 
such a strong influence on the social status o f tha t m inority . My
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research indicates tha t when compared to other m inorit ies  in Addis 
Ababa the c r i t i c a l  fac to r which influences the status o f the "Dorze" 
is  th e i r  occupation. This is  not to say tha t in a l l  instances 
occupation influences the status o f a m ino r ity , only tha t in th is  
p a r t ic u la r  instance the information I have gathered leads me to believe 
tha t weaving has an outstanding e f fe c t  on the social status of the 
Gamu Highland people, given the value system o f the dominant urban 
people. While th is  research is  incomplete, and is  only a very small 
con tr ibu tion  to the l i te ra tu re  on social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  and occupation,
I am hopeful tha t w ith fu r th e r  study i t  w i l l  provide some empirical 
data fo r  theore tica l development.
The only research I am aware of which d i re c t ly  addresses the
theore tica l issues involved in  the status o f occupations in Ethiopia
is  an unpublished paper by John C o rle tt  t i t l e d ,  "Despised Occupational
Groups in E th iop ia". He examined one hundred and twleve possible
re la tionships between occupation and host cu ltu re  in  an attempt to f ind
a spe c if ic  explanation o f why there are despised occupations in Ethiopia.
Not one is  o f p a r t ic u la r  and explanatory 
s ign if icance , in the sense tha t not one o ffe rs
a general explanation fo r  the existence or
force o f despised occupational groups in 
Ethiopia as a whole: there seems to be no
re a l ly  s ig n if ic a n t  feature whose presence 
or absence is re lated to p a r t ic u la r  forms of 
despised groups. Thus, perhaps the most 
s ig n if ic a n t  conclusion to emerge from the 
ethnological survey is  the lack o f any 
important re la t ionsh ip  between type of 
society and presence or type of artisan 
group. — despised occupational groups are 
present in a l l  kinds o f Ethiopian societies 
— among members o f a l l  l in g u is t ic  groups, 
in a l l  parts o f the country, among nomadic 
p a s to ra l is ts ,  a g r ic u l tu ra l is ts  or segmentary,
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or monarchical or equa lita r ian  soc ie t ies , in 
soc ie ties w ith developed trading systems or 
those w ith minimal leve ls o f subsistence, 
among Chris tians, Muslims, or pagens: in
socie ties with few other d is t in c t io n s  o f 
rank or status or in those with highly 
elaborate, d is t in c t io n s ,  etc (emphasis mine)
(C o r le tt  1974: 141).
While C orle tt did not f in d  one fac to r which explains the despised 
status o f a l l  c ra fts  in a l l  soc ie t ies , he does suggest some theore tica l 
approaches which are p a r t ic u la r ly  valuable in explaining the spec if ic  
case o f the Gamu Highland weavers. One o f these approaches is  what he 
ca l ls  " c ra f t -c h a ra c te r is t ic s " . This explanation states tha t there are 
sp e c if ic  a c t iv i t ie s  or cha rac te r is t ics  o f the c ra f t  which are casual 
factors in the determination o f the social status o f the ind iv idua ls  
involved in the c ra f t .  The most obvious o f these cha rac te r is t ics  is 
the involvement o f manual labor in a l l  c ra f t  a c t iv i t ie s .
Manual labor is  involved in many other respected occupations,
namely farming, but ce r ta in ly  among the upper classes in Ethiopia
manual labor is  looked down upon, and therefore should not be dismissed
as a basis fo r  d iscrim ination . This is especia lly  true in the case o f
the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa.
In the northern provinces— the preva il ing  
view tha t work was dishonorable prevented 
large scale migration to the cap ita l fo r  
the purposes o f seeking employment in manual 
occupations— , The greater part o f the 
free Addis Ababa labor force was therefore 
recru ited from the central and southern 
provinces and was la rge ly  composed of Gal las 
and Gurages, as well as a certa in  number o f 
Falashas, or Jews, who in e a r l ie r  times 
seemed to be w i l l in g  to enter professions 
held in disrepute by other northern Ethiopians,
(Pankhurst 1962:53).
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I agree with Pankhurst's opinion tha t work was considered 
dishonorable by the northern Amhara, but I disagree tha t the ethnic 
groups from the southern provinces were w i l l in g  to take up d is ­
reputable occupations. As I have pointed out in the case o f the 
Gamu Highland people, these conquered peoples were usually forced to 
take up these occupations which involved manual labor.
Manual labor by i t s e l f  ce r ta in ly  cannot be considered to be a
determining fac to r in the despised status o f weaving. There are at
least two other c ra f t  cha rac te r is t ics  o f weaving which I believe are
important to an understanding o f the re la tionsh ip  between the "Dorze"
weavers and the other peoples in Addis Ababa. Messing suggests tha t
enforced m o b il i ty  which is  d e f in i te ly  a cha rac te r is t ic  o f the Gamu
Highland weavers is "a ra tiona l basis fo r  despising manual labor"
occupations (Messing 1962:281). He goes on to say:
The acqu is it ion  o f labor s k i l l s  frequently 
led to enforced migration in the supply 
o f arms o f feudal armies on campaign, and 
these armies had to be on the move le s t  the 
produce o f the countryside around the camp be 
consumed e n t i re ly  by the so ld ie ry  ( i b i d : 392),
C or le tt  says tha t th is  s i tu a t io n  was ch a rac te r is t ic  o f h is to r ic  Ethiopia,
but not o f modern Ethiopia. To some extent I agree. In the past the
cap ita ls  o f Ethiopia did wander at the whim o f the Emperor (see Appendix I ) ,
and today Addis Ababa is  a permanent national ca p ita l .  On the other
hand, th is  is  not to say tha t there is  not enforced m o b il i ty  in
Ethiopia today. In fa c t ,  enforced m o b il i ty  is an important ch a rac te r is t ic
o f not only Ethiopia but most African countries (see Hanna 1921, Mayer,
1962, Epstein, 1962). As I pointed out in Chapter 1 and 2 the Gamu
Highland people are forced to  migrate to Addis Ababa, not s p e c i f ic a l ly
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because the market fo r  weaving is  in  the c i t y .  I t  is  ch a rac te r is t ic  
o f  the Gamu Highland people to migrate to Addis Ababa, but only as 
trans ien ts . The Gamu Highland people, as noted above, consider the 
c i t y  as a temporary home. And, to a certa in  degree the urban 
population considers the "Dorze" to be impermanent residents o f " th e ir "  
c i t y .  To the extent tha t enforced m o b il i ty  is  a fac to r in status 
a lloca tion  i t  is  as pert inent today as i t  was when the cap ita ls  of 
Ethiopia were l i t t l e  more than "feudal armies on campaign".
Another "c ra f t -c h a ra c te r is t ic "  o f  weaving is  what Hall pike ca l ls  
" re l ig io u s  prejudices". In re la t io n  to the Konso, Hal 1 pike says that 
weavers are considered e v i l :  the cotton used in weaving is  considered
to be an odd crop because i t  ripens in the d i f f i c u l t  hot months and 
is  the color o f bone and death (1968:264). I t  has also been suggested 
tha t weaving, as well as other c ra f ts ,  is  considered somewhat magical 
in tha t i t  transforms a l iv in g  p lant in to  a wearable product which does 
not ro t  or decompose l ik e  a food p lant. I f  one is  not aware o f the 
process of weaving one sees only a somewhat magical transformation 
from raw cotton to a piece o f  c lo th . C o r le tt  says o f th is  process 
"the causing o f  things to pass from the natural world to the social 
world, crosses important cosmological boundaries" (C o r le tt  1974:162). 
The perception of weaving as magic need not be over emphasized; the 
important social fa c t  is  tha t weavers in Ethiopia are considered by 
some of the population to be somewhat e v i l  or magical. Several o f 
the Chencha I spoke w ith said tha t people thought tha t they possessed 
the e v i l  eye, but once again i t  was in reference to th e i r  occupation 
and not the "Dorze" as an ethnic group.
The "c ra f t -c h a ra c te r is t ic s "  approach to the social pos it ion  o f
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weaving does not f u l l y  account fo r  the extreme status a llocated to 
the weavers in Addis Ababa. Manual labor, forced m igration , and the 
e v i l  eye are cha rac te r is t ics  o f other ind iv idua ls  and ethnic groups, 
and ye t they are not necessarily of a despised status. On the other 
hand, the " c ra f t  cha rac te r is t ics "  perspective does single out some o f 
the a c t iv i t ie s  associated with weaving which are seen as undersirable 
by some o f the urban population.
The other theore tica l approach discussed by C orle tt which is 
p a r t ic u la r ly  valuable in the case o f the weavers in Addis Ababa is 
tha t o f l im in a l i t y  or tra n s it io n a l status, van Gennep f i r s t  discussed 
l im in a l i t y  in reference to the second o f three d iv is ions in a r i t e  o f 
passage (1. r i te s  o f separation, 2. r i te s  o f t ra n s i t io n ,  3. r i te s  
o f incorpora tion). To a large extent, van Gennep used l im in a l i t y  to 
explain an ind iv idua l who passes from one stage of l i f e  to another and, 
" f inds  himself phys ica lly  and m agico-re lig ious ly  in a special s itu a t io n  
and, fo r  a certa in  length o f time he wavers between two worlds" (van 
Gennep 1960:11). This micro perspective is  the most commonly referred 
to aspect o f van Gennep's concept o f l im in a l i t y .  While the macro 
aspects are often overlooked they are in an important con tr ibu tion  to 
the general theories o f social s t r a t i f i c a t io n .
In the conclusion to The Rites o f Passage, van Gennep discusses 
the macro aspect o f l im in a l i t y  in reference to groups, associations 
and spe c if ic  social statues such as caste and professional classes 
( i b i d : ! 89). He gives spec if ic  reference to the samavartana o f the 
Brahman, the ihran o f the Muslim, and the occupational classes o f the 
Pueblo Indians. Within the content of l im in a l i t y  those social statues 
which are seen as tra n s it io n a l are seen as separate from other groups,
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That is  to say, t ra n s it io n a l groups are not seen as part o f the rest
o f the population, They are phys ica lly  and magico-re lig iously in a
special s i tu a t io n ,
C orle tt  sees l im in a l i t y  as an explanation o f spe c if ic  despised
occupations as well as a universal explanation o f the o r ig ins  o f despised
occupations, In the case o f the former he gives several examples;
the bouda or e v i l  eye, which is considered to involve a transgression
o f boundary between the sacred and profane; a rt isans, because they do
"women's work" cross sexual norms: the Jimma fuga who are known as
"Wood^people" supposedly vac ila te  between w ild  beasts and humans, C orle tt
states fu r th e r  tha t l im in a l i t y  is  not necessarily involved in t ra n s it io n
or movement but is  also a property o f status s itua tions , That is ,  once
an ind iv idua l is an a r t isan , e tc , ,  then he or she holds th is  ro le
permanently, van Gennep says tha t the tra n s it io n a l in d iv id u a l,  group,
or social status is ,
id e n t i f ie d  w ith a t e r r i t o r ia l  passage, such as
the movement from one room to another, e t c , , , , , .
These events are seldom meant as "symbols",
fo r  the semi c iv i l iz e d  the passage is  ac tua lly  
a t e r r i t o r ia l  passage, In fa c t ,  the spacial
separation o f d is t in c t  groups is  an aspect
o f social organization. The children l iv e  
w ith women— warriors do not keep company 
w ith blacksmiths, and sometimes each professional 
class has i t s  place o f residence, ( i b i d : ! 92).
As I mentioned above, the social status o f the Gamu Highland people is
influenced by both th e i r  occupation and th e i r  physical loca tion , They
move phys ica lly  from the provinces to the c i t y  and from a homogeneous
social group whose weaving is  not despised to a heterogeneous environment
where weaving has been t r a d i t io n a l ly  despised. In the c i t y  the Gamu
Highland weavers l iv e  in separate communities, such as Sorro Meda,
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Also, to a large extent they see themselves and are seen by the rest 
o f the urban population as temporary or trans ien t residents. To th is  
extent the Gamu Highland weavers are a separate and temporary occupational 
caste, and are what van Gennep ca lls  t ra n s it io n a l or l im in a l.  They are 
consequently considered to be in a special s itu a t io n  by the society as 
a whole.
Does l im in a l i t y ,  as C orle tt  suggests, explain the despised status 
o f c ra fts  in Ethiopia? I believe not. While the concept o f l im in a l i t y  
seems to be e f fe c t iv e  in describing the labe ling process which defines 
the Gamu Highland weavers as d i f fe re n t ,  l im in a l i t y  does not account fo r  
the extreme degrees o f d iffe rence. That is  to say, l im in a l i t y  as 
discussed by van Gennep does account fo r  the Gamu Highland people being 
labeled as d i f fe re n t ,  but i t  does not explain why they are despised.
There are certa in  cha rac te r is t ics  associated with weaving such as the 
e v i l  eye, woman's work, e tc . ,  which are also associated w ith other 
occupations which are not o f a despised social status. For example, 
sewing and baking is  considered to be women's work, but the ta i lo r s  
and bakers in  Addis Ababa are not despised: the old women who carry
wood in Addis Ababa are often said to have the e v i l  eye, but wood 
carrying is  not a despised occupation. While l im in a l i t y  does not f u l l y  
explain the extreme status o f the Gamu Highland weavers in Addis Ababa, 
i t  is  a helpfu l tool fo r  describing an a t t r ib u te  o f the Gamu Highland 
weavers status as "phys ica lly  and m agico-re lig ious ly  in a special 
s itu a t io n  fo r  a certa in  length o f time".
In addition to "c ra f t -c h a ra c te r is t ic s "  and l im in a l i t y ,  C orle tt  
also discusses a "socio-economic" explanation o f the despised status 
o f spe c if ic  occupations in Ethiopia, In the "socio-economic"
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explanation, which was f i r s t  suggested by Herbert Lewis (1970:185)
and repeated by Kaplan (1971:22), Lewis says:
the phenomenon o f occupational caste in 
Ethiopia must be looked at as a d is t in c t iv e
d iv is ion  o f labor, a system fo r  the production
and d is t r ib u t io n  o f goods and services which 
demand special s k i l l s  and t ra in in g  (1970:185).
One o f the consistent points made in the l i te ra tu re  on social
s t r a t i f i c a t io n  is  tha t occupation plays a s ig n if ic a n t  part in determining
the socio-economic status o f an ind iv idua l or group. Buckley and Mayer 
state tha t in the development o f a society an occupation tha t begins 
as merely s o c ia l ly  d i f fe re n t ia te d  becomes social s t r a t i f ie d  (1955:5).
In other words, over a period o f time an occupation which was inherent 
in a simple d iv id ion  o f labor accrues an established social pos it ion , 
a d is t in c t io n  o f rank and s ta tus, and ascribed t r a i t s  o f i n f e r io r i t y  
and su p e r io r i ty .  As elements o f prestige , such as economic gain, 
become attached to a spe c if ic  occupation i t  becomes ranked in re la t io n  
to the prestige attached to other occupations in  the society. The 
occupation is  then s t r a t i f ie d  and to a certa in  extent forms the basis 
o f a spe c if ic  class. Buckley gives the example o f the occupation o f  a 
p r ie s t  which in the development o f a society becomes a class as the 
mysteries, the prestige , and rank o f being a p r ie s t  are passed from one 
generation to another. To a certa in  extent th is  theore tica l approach 
does explain why the Gamu Highland weavers in  Addis Ababa are despised.
The rank and negative prestige o f weaving was passed from one generation 
to another, and formed the basis fo r  a class o f weavers. On the other 
hand, th is  theory does not explain why weaving was despised o r ig in a l ly  
when the society in Ethiopia was only d i f fe re n t ia te d  ra ther than s t r a t i f ie d .
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In a conversation I had w ith A lbert Reiss, author o f Occupations 
and Social Status, he said tha t the rank o f an occupation w ith in  the
s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f a spe c if ic  society often develops as a
re f le c t io n  of the household economy o f a king or powerful man. As 
such the social position and d is t in c t iv e  t r a i t s  o f i n f e r io r i t y  or 
sup e rio r i ty  of occupations become a model fo r  the domain under the 
control o f the headman or dominant group. Further, once an occupation 
is  s t r a t i f ie d  in  a soc ie ty , the social m o b il i ty  w ith in  tha t society is  
g rea tly  affected by the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  occupational m o b il i ty  as 
well as the extent to which the s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the society
is  open or closed.
In socie ties w ith m u lt ie thn ic  backgrounds, spe c if ic  ethnic groups 
become associated w ith spe c if ic  occupations. In many cases constra ints 
are placed upon certa in  ethnic groups to the extent tha t occupational 
m o b il i ty  is  severely l im ite d . I f  there are no a lte rn a t ive  m o b il i ty  
patterns ava ilab le , such as education or re l ig io n ,  the system is 
bas ica lly  a closed m o b il i ty  s truc ture .
In socie ties where a sp e c if ic  ethnic a f f i l i a t i o n  is  c lose ly  linked 
to occupations, the ethnic group is  often a m inority  w ith in  the society.
To the extent tha t a spe c if ic  occupation has a high or low status 
ascribed to i t ,  the ethnic m inority  most c lose ly associated w ith tha t 
occupation has a concurrent high or low status. As I mentioned above 
Reiss says tha t the rank o f a spe c if ic  occupation is  most often determined 
by the model o f  the dominant group, and to th is  extent the dominant 
group determines the social rank of a spec if ic  ethnic m inority  associated 
w ith a spec if ic  occupation.
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In the case o f Addis Ababa the dominant ind iv idua l would be the 
emperor and the dominant ethnic group the Amhara, When Addis Ababa 
was founded by Menelik I I  even the physical plan was a rep lica  o f the 
physical plan o f the emperor's household, Further, the social s truc ture  
o f the capita l was strongly influenced by the t ra d i t io n a l s tructure  
o f the Imperial Court (see Appendix I ) ,  According to Reiss, i f  weaving 
is  a low status occupation among the Amhara or the emperor's household 
then one could expect weaving to be o f low status in the society as a 
whole.
In th is  chapter I have discussed four main theore tica l approaches 
to the position o f weavers in Addis Ababa, I have chosen to discuss 
these p a r t ic u la r  theories because each one c la r i f ie s  a d i f fe re n t  aspect 
o f tha t social pos it ion . I believe tha t only by looking at a l l  o f 
these theore tica l approaches in conjunction can one gain a be tte r 
understanding o f the establishment and maintenance o f the social 
position o f weaving in Addis Ababa.
The "c ra f t -c h a ra c te r is t ic s "  approach iso la tes  spe c if ic  aspects o f 
weaving which are undesirable. Research on E thiopia, as well as other 
soc ie ties , indicates tha t manual labor, forced m igration, and the 
association o f magic w ith a p a r t ic u la r  c ra f t  re lated a c t iv i t y  are a l l  
cha rac te r is t ics  which a dominant group might consider to be undersirable, 
These ch a rac te r is t ics , espec ia lly  forced m igration, when seen in reference 
to van Gennep1s l im in a l i t y  would q u a l i fy  the weaver in Addis Ababa as 
a " t ra n s it io n a l group". As such the weavers would be labeled as 
d i f fe re n t  and separated phys ica lly  and s o c ia l ly  from the res t o f the 
urban population. The concepts o f Mayer and Buckley ind ica te  tha t when 
d is t in c t io n s  o f su p e r io r ity  and i n f e r io r i t y  become associated w ith a
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d if fe re n t ia te d  group or occupation, i t  becomes s t r a t i f ie d ,  In other 
words, i f  the occupation o f weaving is  seen as d i f fe re n t  and separate, 
th is  d ifference could be the basis o f a class d is t in c t io n .  I f  th is  
was the case, according to Buckley and Mayer, the weavers would 
become a social class.
Linking together these three theore tica l approaches ( " c r a f t -  
c h a ra c te r is t ie s " , l im in a l i t y ,  Buckley and Mayer) expla ins, to a certa in 
extent, the development o f the cas te - l ike  social pos it ion  o f weavers 
in  Addis Ababa, S t i l l  there is  the question of why the ranking of 
th is  occupation is  so low. The la s t  theore tica l approach I discussed 
in  th is  chapter provides at leas t a cursory answer. The rank of weaving 
in  Addis Ababa is  a re f le c t io n  of the rank o f weaving in the household 
social s tructure o f the emperor and the dominant ethnic group, the 
Amhara. While Reiss's explanation establishes why weaving became a 
despised cas te - l ike  occupation in Addis Ababa, a more p r im it ive  
question s t i l l  remains; why was weaving despised in the emperor's 
household and among the Amhara? I believe tha t only by looking at 
weaving w ith in  the context o f the social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system of the 
Amhara can th is  question be answered.
CONCLUSION
In the f i r s t  chapter o f th is  thesis I give a b r ie f  description 
o f the Dorze and Chencha people l iv in g  in the Gamu Highlands which 
are in  the southern Ethiopian province o f Gamu Gofa. For th is  thes is , 
the most important po in t o f th is  f i r s t  chapter is  tha t weavers in 
the Gamu Highlands are o f re la t iv e ly  high social status. To a certa in  
extent, th is  status is  based on the high cash income accrued from 
s e l l in g  th e i r  weaving. The p r inc ipa l product o f the weavers is  the 
komblete which is the costume o f the dominant northern ethnic groups, 
and the national dress o f Ethiopia. The primary market fo r  the 
komblete is  in the national c a p ita l ,  Addis Ababa.
In a country l ik e  Ethiopia where transporta tion  has always been a 
problem, producers generally l i v e  near th e i r  market. The Gamu Highland 
weavers are no exception, and the m a jority  o f them generally migrate to 
Addis Ababa fo r  varying lengths o f  time. In the second chapter I 
describe the Gamu Highland weavers l iv in g  in  Addis Ababa, Today, 
the m a jo r ity  o f the weavers migrate to the c i t y  fo r  economic reasons, 
but they were f i r s t  brought to Addis Ababa in the 1890's as captives 
o f Menelik's southern campaign. By 1910 they had become the pr inc ipa l 
weavers in  the c i ty .
In Chapter 2 I give some spe c if ic  examples o f d iscrim ination 
against the Gamu Highland weavers in Addis Ababa, By comparing some 
social cha rac te r is t ics  o f other ethnic groups in the c i t y ,  I conclude 
tha t occupation is  an important fac to r in the social status o f the
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Gamu Highland people. In th is  chapter I also discuss the caste­
l ik e  social pos ition o f weavers in Addis Ababa, I have used the term 
ca s te - l ike ,  ra ther than caste, to express the re la t ionsh ip  between a 
spe c if ic  occupation and a social sta tus, as opposed to a pure caste 
where social status is  determined by the in d iv id u a l 's  heritage, That 
is  to say, in the cas te - l ike  social status o f weaving i t  is  possible 
fo r  an ind iv idua l to change his social pos it ion  by changing his 
occupation; whereas in a caste an ind iv idua l is  committed to a spec if ic  
social pos it ion fo r  l i f e .
One o f  the more in te res t in g  cha rac te r is t ics  o f  the cas te - l ike  
social pos it ion  o f weavers in Addis Ababa is tha t they are despised,
In Chapter 2 I give examples o f the d iscrim ination  against weavers, 
and in Chapter 4 I discuss some o f the possible theore tica l explanations 
o f why the weavers are despised. Perhaps the most sa tis fa c to ry  
explanation is  tha t the s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the society is often 
a re f le c t io n  o f the household hierarchy o f a king or of the dominant 
group. Menelik and Haile Sellassie were Amhara and th e i r  c i t y  was a 
re f le c t io n  o f the norms, values, and a tt itude s  o f th e i r  ethnic group.
To th is  extent, Addis Ababa re flec ted  the s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the 
Amhara, and tha t ethnic group's concept o f weaving as a despised 
occupation. In Addis Ababa today the ca s te - l ike  social posit ion of 
weaving is  a surv ivor o f the archaic s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the 
Amhara and Addis Ababa o f the la te  nineteenth and early  twentieth century.
The question s t i l l  remains why are these people despised who 
produce the shamma which is  both ae s th e t ica l ly  pleasing and inherent 
in the Amhara t ra d i t io n .  In th is  concluding chapter I address th is  
question by examining the cas te - l ike  social pos it ion  o f weavers w ith in
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the cu ltu re  which labels them as despised. This cu ltu re  is  tha t o f 
the northern ethnic groups - the Amhara, the T ig re , and th e ir  
assimilated groups.
Straube discusses the low status o f weaving in terms o f t ra d it io n s
o f the dominant society. He says, "Wholly or p a r t ly  pastoral societies
do not have weavers: woven c lo th  is perhaps the least essential o f the
normal c ra f t  products" (Straube: 148). Pankhurst re fers to the wearing
o f c lo th  as exclusive ly a r is to c ra t ic .  Bruce also mentions tha t the
peasant farmers in the Gondar area wore animal skins while the n o b i l i t y
wore the shamma. Bruce mentions tha t the artisans in eighteenth century
Gondar l ived  in a separate gh e tto - l ike  section o f  the c i t y .  I f ,  as
Pankhurst says, the law prohib ited the peasants from wearing the products
o f the a rt isans , then the artisans were e n t i re ly  dependent on the n o b i l i t y
fo r  a l ive l ih o o d . In the eyes o f the m a jority  o f the population the
artisan was in a certa in  sense the property o f the upper class. Certa in ly
the peasant in Amhara society was to some extent subject to his feudal
landlord. But, the value o f the peasants produce, crops, animals, e tc . ,
was not dependent on the whims o f the n o b i l i t y .  To th is  extent, the
economic dependence o f the a rt isan was to ta l ,  whereas i t  was not to ta l
fo r  the peasant farmer and p a s to ra l is t .  As Buckley and Mayer said of
the feudal systems in Europe:
The re la tionsh ip  between lo rd  and vassel 
was o r ig in a l ly  personal and contractual 
providing fo r  the vassel's performance of 
specialized duties in  return fo r  protection 
and l ive l ih o o d . The la t t e r  usually took the 
form o f a land grant, but— the r ig h t  to 
hereditary renewal o f the feudal contract 
(eventually became) an established custom 
(Buckley, Mayer 1955:35).
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Hoben, Levine, and Weisslender a ff irm  tha t the Amhara peasant vassel 
was able to obtain some degree o f autonomy from his feudal landlord, 
but the peasant was keenly aware o f his lower social pos it ion  in 
re la t io n  to the landlord. The dominant/subordinate or p a tro n /c l ie n t 
re la tionsh ip  is  at the core of the Amhara s t ra t i f ic a t io n a l  system.
S im ila r to the Gamu Highlands concept o f baira and gedhas (see Chapter 1) 
a l l  things and re la t ionsh ip  are seen in terms o f patron and c l ie n t .
Amhara t ra d i t io n ,  socie ty, and government are based on the position 
o f  one person in re la t io n  to another on a h ierarch ica l scale - tha t is 
the status o f  one person is  re la t iv e  to tha t o f another. From early 
childhood Amhara boys and g i r ls  are taught to assess and to react to 
status by speech, adjustment o f c lo th ing , and demeanor. In his chapter 
on the nonverbal language of the shamma, Simon Messing describes how 
Amhara adjust th e i r  shamma according to the status o f the ind iv idual 
to whom they are speaking. For example, pu tting  part o f the shamma 
over one's head indicates a humble demeanor and would be done when 
addressing someone o f a higher social s ta t io n ,  and covering the face 
with the shamma indicates tha t one is  addressing an ind iv idua l o f a 
lower social status. Messing, Hoben and Weisslender a l l  ind ica te  that 
to the Amhara the shamma is an important cognitive instrument in conveying 
the re la t io n  o f one person to another on a h ie rarch ica l scale.
Weisslender and Levine both po int out tha t the p a tro n /c l ie n t  
re la t ionsh ip  in Amhara society is  ordered in tha t i t  is  based on a 
r ig id  h ierarch ica l s truc tu re , and exhaustive to the extent tha t i t  
permeates a l l  status leve ls w ith in  the system. The Amhara not only see 
everyone in th e i r  own ethnic group on a h ierarch ica l scale, but also 
a l l  other ethnic groups are ranked. The ownership o f land is  the most
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obvious c r i te r io n  o f  status. The Amhara are the major landowners, and 
are thus o f  the highest status in Ethiopia as a whole and Addis 
Ababa s p e c if ic a l ly .  Until the recent revo lu t ion , the Amhara n o b i l i t y  
were in  the highest social status in  Ethiopia, and therefore patrons, 
while the Amhara peasant and non-Amhara were in the c l ie n t  pos it ion .
To a certa in  extent Addis Ababa is a microcosmic example o f the 
p a tro n /c l ie n t  status hierarchy prevalent in the res t o f Ethiopia, Shack 
and Pankhurst, among others, have pointed out tha t the social s t r a t i f i c a t io n  
system of Addis Ababa is  a re f le c t io n  o f the norms, values, and a tt itudes 
o f the dominant Amhara, The m ajority  o f the land in Addis Ababa was, 
u n t i l  the revo lu tion , owned by the Amhara upper class, Non-Amhara 
rented land from the Amhara, or were attached to the household o f an 
Amhara. Landlords in modern Addis Ababa consider themselves to be in 
a patron position to th e i r  tenants.
Within the s truc tu ra l concept o f p a tro n /c l ie n t i t  is  possible to 
understand the paradoxical posit ion of the Gamu Highland weavers in 
Addis Ababa. No matter how beautifu l the shamma nor how high is  th e ir  
cash income, the "Dorze" are s t i l l  seen as "c l ie n ts "  who are "patroniz ied" 
by th e i r  customers. Even w ith in  th e i r  own cu ltu ra l concept o f 
s t r a t i f i c a t io n  the Gamu Highland people in Addis Ababa are gedhas to 
the landholding, rent co l lec t in g  baira Amhara.
Unlike many other c ra fts  the product o f  the Gamu Highland weavers 
is  p r in c ip a l ly  produced fo r  one ethnic group, the Amhara. The shamma 
is an important part o f the Amhara t ra d i t io n ,  and the weavers o f the
For a fu r the r discussion o f the p a tro n /c l ie n t  re la tionsh ip  see my 
M.A. thesis "Toward the development o f a model o f maintenance of a 
Dominant Group over a Subordiante Group", U.N.H. 1972.
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shamma are dependent on the Amhara, Especially with the increase in 
imported and lo c a l ly  produced c lo th ,  the population o f Addis Ababa need 
not buy the more expensive handwoven shamma. The Amhara continue to 
buy the handwoven shamma because i t  is an important part o f  th e ir  
t ra d i t io n  - another aspect o f tha t t ra d i t io n  is tha t weavers are despised.
Both h is to r ic a l ly  and today the Christian Amhara cu ltu re  has been 
surrounded and threatened by h o s t i le  peoples. For centuries the Amhara 
survived by entrenching themselves in the fo r t re s s -1 ike north and central 
highland of Ethiopia. For th is  reason an important q u a l i ty  fo r  an 
Amhara man is  to be a good w arr io r. An Amhara man should be f ie rce  and 
courageous, and excel in hunting, shooting, horsemanship, and hand-to- 
hand combat. Many Amhara men feel tha t to engage in work t r a d i t io n a l ly
•k-k
assigned to women would weaken th e i r  a b i l i t y  to perform as a w arr io r. 
Weaving is  considered to be women's work, Men who engage in women's 
work l ik e  weaving, are not considered to be f u l l y  male. Consequently, 
when A l le  was said to be "not f u l l "  (see Chapter 4) i t  was a reference 
to his engaging in the t ra d i t io n a l ly  female occupation of weaving. A 
man who engages in weaving is  r id ic u le d , mocked, and even despised 
because in Amhara t ra d i t io n ,  a man who does "women's work" is  a lesser 
man than one who is  a w arr io r ,  farmer, etc. Simoons says s p e c i f ic a l ly  
tha t weaving is  looked down on because i t  is  considered to be "beneath 
the d ig n ity  o f strong men and warriors" (1960:187) To th is  extent the 
Gamu Highland Weavers are despised because o f the persistence o f the
*k
For a fu r th e r  discussion o f  th is  see my B,A. thesis "A Discussion 
o f  Selected Aspects o f the History and Culture o f E th iop ia". 1969 
Marlboro College.
ifk
A deta iled discussion of the Amhara character can be found 
in Donald Levines The Wax and the Gold.
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values o f the warlike and feudal cu ltu re  o f the Amhara,
Because the shamma is  p r im a r i ly  a part o f Amhara t ra d i t io n ,  the 
weavers o f the shamma are, to a certa in  extent, bound to the tra d i t io n s  
o f  tha t ethnic group. Two important aspects o f  tha t t ra d i t io n  which 
label weavers as despised are the p a tro n /c l ie n t  re la t ion sh ip , and the 
female cha rac te r is t ics  associated w ith weaving, The important po in t 
is  tha t weaving is  t ra d i t io n a l ly  despised among the Amhara. I f ,  as 
Shack and Pankhurst have suggested, the s t r a t i f i c a t io n  in Addis Ababa 
is  a re f le c t io n  o f the tra d it io n a l s t r a t i f i c a t io n  system o f the Amhara, 
then we have an explanation o f why weavers are despised in Addis Ababa.
The concern o f th is  thesis is  to explain why the Gamu Highland 
people in Addis Ababa are despised. The material I have gathered and 
my own f i r s t  hand understanding o f the Ethiopian peoples strongly  
indicates tha t primary factors in the social status o f the Gamu High­
land people in Addis Ababa are th e i r  occupation and the tra d i t io n a l 
ascr ip t ion  o f low status to i t  by the dominant Amhara. My conclusions 
ind ica te  tha t there is  a need fo r  more study on the association between 
occupation and the ascrip tion  of social status by a dominant group.
The research I have done on the Gamu Highland Weavers is  useful in 
ind ica ting  areas o f study, but there must be more empirircal data i f  
a more d e f in i te  l in k  between occupation and social status is to be 
established. I hope tha t the opportunity fo r  th is  type o f research 
w i l l  be ava ilab le  in the fu ture .
POSTSCRIPT
In the fu tu re , there is  a p o s s ib i l i t y  tha t the pos it ion  o f  the 
Gamu Highland weavers in Addis Ababa w i l l  change. Many experts feel 
tha t the Amhara as an ethnic group are no longer in control o f Ethiopia.
The Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government is  in a tenuous position 
economically, p o l i t i c a l l y ,  and s o c ia l ly .  While the new government 
claims to represent a l l  o f the peoples o f Ethiopia, none o f the Gamu 
people I talked with was aware o f any representation or any s ig n if ic a n t  
change in the l ives  o f the urban community. The weavers market and 
supplies were dwindling. While I was in  Addis Ababa the highway bridges 
which led in to  the c i t y  were blown up and the ra ilroad  was often put 
out o f commission by d iss ident groups. The consequence is  tha t the 
price and a v a i la b i l i t y  o f imported thread are severely affected. Before 
the revo lu tion the primary market fo r  the shamma was the Amhara upper 
and middle classes. The governments " re d is t r ib u t io n  o f wealth" has 
nationa lized the economic foundations o f  the t ra d it io n a l members of these 
classes (land ren t, middle size and la rger commercial en terprise , e tc . ) .  
Also, because o f the uncerta inty in the country many people I spoke with 
said tha t they would rather keep th e ir  money u n t i l  they know what is 
going to happen. The net re su lt  is  tha t the market and p r o f i t  o f 
weaving is  dim inishing. In many ways, the present s itu a t io n  resembles 
tha t during the time in Menelik's reign when there was l i t t l e  demand 
fo r  weaving. When economic transformations occur, d i f fe re n t  ethnic 
groups can be affected in d i f fe re n t  ways. Those involved in weaving
w i l l  not remain unaffected by the current changes.
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APPENDIX I
ADDIS ABABA AND THE AMHARA
Addis Ababa was founded by Menelik I I  around 189oJ O r ig in a l ly ,  
Menelik located his cap ita l on Entoto, the mountain which rises behind, 
and to the north, o f the c i ty .  While th is  o r ig in a l position was more 
defensible than the present location o f the c a p ita l ,  at 9,500 feet 
above sea level i t  was also cold, barren, and a re la t iv e ly  arduous 
journey fo r  d a ily  communication w ith the res t o f Menelik's expanding 
domain. According to legend, on one p a r t ic u la r ly  cold day Menelik's 
w ife , the Empress Ta itu , saw the Steam r is in g  from the hot springs in 
the plateau below Entoto, and convinced Menelik to move the capita l 
down to tha t location. She named the c i t y  New Flower (Addis Ababa) to 
symbolize the creation o f  a new cap ita l and a flowering o f Menelik's 
power and influence.
The re location from Entoto to Addis Ababa was not an unprecendented
move. With only a few notable exceptions, the emperors o f Ethiopia
never maintained th e i r  cap ita l in  a sing le geographical location.
Wherever the emperor pitched his ten t was the ca p ita l.
"The cap ita ls  o f Ethiopia were, w ith few 
exceptions, in a continual state o f motion.
Rarely did a cap ita l remain in one place 
fo r  many years: in fa c t ,  i t  ty p ic a l ly
moved many times each year.--The number 
o f people resid ing in the roving cap ita ls
^There is  a certa in  amount o f disagreement about the exact date, but 
i t  is  generally accepted tha t the c i t y  was founded in 1890 or 1891.
I l l
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f luc tuated considerably throughout the year.
During the three-month ra iny season the 
emperor would re t i r e  to a fa v o r i te  spot 
and the population o f the settlement 
would shrink toward i t s  nadir. But 
w ith the cassation of the ra ins , the 
cap ita l once again became the focus 
o f the Ethiopian p o l i t i c a l - m i l i t a r y  
power f i e l d , — The cap ita ls  in Ethiopia 
moved about— p r im a r i ly  in response 
to m i l i ta r y  considerations. (Horvath 
1969:206).
As the t ra d i t io n a l "wandering" cap ita ls  o f Ethiopia were la id  out 
as a m i l i ta r y  camp, so was Addis Ababa. Menelik established his 
household on a r ise  ju s t  above the hot springs (now the Filwaha Baths), 
while his generals, court o f f i c ia l s ,  and nobles located th e i r  house­
holds and m i l i ta r y  camps around Menelik.
The c a p i ta l— presents the appearance of 
a g igantic  camp, and indeed th is  is 
ac tua lly  what i t  is .  The Emperor's 
enclosure completely covers a small h i l l  
s ituated almost in the center o f the 
camp which i t  dominates— A ll around 
the Gebi (imperial palace) are grouped 
the enclosures o f the p r inc ipa l men of 
s ta te , o f f ic e rs ,  and others, the 
importance o f the ind iv idua l being 
measured by the size o f the enclosure and 
the number o f the smaller huts grouped 
around i t .  (Gleichen 1898:156).
Several Ethiopian Historians (Pankhurst:1961, Marcus:1974, T r iu lz i :  
1973) have noted the s im i la r i t y  between the t ra d i t io n a l plan o f an 
Ethiopian army camp and tha t o f Addis Ababa.
Each of the compounds surrounding the Gebi contained a f lu c tu a t in g  
population o f between 500 and 10,000 depending on the rank and m i l i ta r y  
d ispos it ion  o f the noble. The m a jo rity  o f the population were sold iers 
who were e ith e r from the noble's home province or captives from con­
quered ethnic groups.
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While the head o f each m i l i ta r y  camp paid t r ib u te  and was 
u lt im a te ly  responsible to  Menelik, each camp was almost e n t i re ly  an 
autonomous u n it .  That is  to say, in the early  days o f Addis Ababa, 
there was re la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  in te rac tion  between the various m i l i ta ry  
camps. Among other th ings, d i f fe re n t  camps often spoke d if fe re n t  
languages. Also, each camp was to a certa in  degree a re f le c t io n  of 
Meneliks. The noble had his house at the center o f a walled compound, 
and was surrounded by his constituents. Each compound had i t s  own 
market place, l ives tock , f ie ld s ,  merchants, and artisans.
As I mentioned above, the population of each compound in Addis 
Ababa o f the 1890's was p r im a r i ly  a composite o f re ta iners from the 
noble's home province and captives. As such, each compound was often 
o f an ethnic o r ig in  d i f fe re n t  from the others. And, to a certa in  degree 
various compounds had varying norms, values, languages, and acquired 
s k i l l s .  As the c i t y  grew areas which had been associated w ith a 
spe c if ic  ras or dejazmatch (see glossary) became known as the enclave 
or a spec if ic  ethnic group. In terms o f population growth and con­
centra t ion , th is  had a snowball e f fe c t .  That is  to say, a new a r r iva l 
from the provinces would g rav ita te  to , and usually s e t t le  in ,  that 
area o f the c i t y  where he would f ind  kin or others o f a s im ila r  cu ltu ra l 
background. C erta in ly , as the population of Addis Ababa continued 
to grow ethnic populations became diffused in to  the c i t y  as a whole, 
but to a surpris ing extent there are s t i l l  c lear concentrations of 
spe c if ic  ethnic groups in  spe c if ic  areas o f the c i ty .
The s k i l l s  and occupations acquired in the provinces by the 
various ethnic groups continued to be practiced in the urban s itu a t io n . 
That is to say, tha t while the occupation o f the m a jority  o f the male
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population o f Addis Ababa in  the 1890's was tha t o f so ld ie r ,  each 
m i l i ta r y  camp also required a blacksmith, tanner, weaver, e tc. Therefore, 
each man often f u l f i l l e d  more than one function : he might be both
so ld ie r and secretary to the ras; or he might be so ld ie r and weaver; 
etc. Those ethnic groups which were p a r t ic u la r ly  s k i l le d  in one 
occupation or another tended to continue tha t occupation in the c i ty  
and often became known throughout the c i t y  fo r  th e i r  respective s k i l l s .
In the early years of Menelik's reign one o f his primary objectives 
was the conquest and consolidation o f the various ethnic groups in 
and to the south o f Shoa. According to Pankhurst (1968) and Marcus 
(1963), the successful incorporation o f  these peoples was a corner 
stone fo r  Menelik's expanding power. In terms o f the nature o f th is  
research, the important aspects o f Menelik's m i l i ta r y  campaigns to the 
south are: one, Menelik and his m i l i ta r y  entourage brought many captives
back to Addis Ababa as slaves; and two, Menelik established f o r t i f i e d  
towns in the conquered areas, and these towns were supported by the 
local land and people.
When the captives were brought to Addis Ababa, they l ive d  w ith in  
the compound of a noble, were his p r iva te  property, and his legal 
re sp o n s ib i l i ty .  As such, the captives were assigned the manual tasks 
and lowest status occupations w ith in  each compound. Their only appeal 
fo r  disputes or grievances was to the ras or dejazmatch who was head 
o f the compound.
There are two primary ways in which an ind iv idua l might take up 
a spec if ic  occupation in  the early  days o f Addis Ababa, F i r s t ,  he had 
learned spec if ic  occupational s k i l l s ,  such as reading and w r i t in g ,  
tanning, weaving, e tc . ,  in his v i l la g e  and consequently f u l f i l l e d  the
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need fo r  tha t s k i l l  w ith in  the urban compound. Second, he was a 
captive and was assigned an occupation, usually a menial or low-status 
one, w ith in  the compound. Probably, most ind iv idua ls  took up an 
occupation fo r  a combination o f the above reasons. That is  to say, 
i f  an indivdual or ethnic group was s k i l le d  in an occupation such as 
blacksmithing, or weaving, and were also captives they were most probably 
brought back to Addis Ababa by one of Menelik's generals to f u l f i l l  a 
sp e c if ic  need fo r  c lo th  or iron work w ith in  his compound. Over a 
period o f time various compounds w ith in  Addis Ababa became known not 
only as the enclave of spe c if ic  ethnic groups, but also o f spec if ic  
occupations.
Geographically, economically, medically, educationally , and 
p o l i t i c a l l y  Addis Ababa is  the center o f Ethiopia, A ll major roads 
lead to Addis Ababa. A d d it io n a lly ,  the only ra ilroad  in the country 
goes from the capita l to D j ib o u t i ;  and the a irp o r t  in Addis Ababa 
handles the la rgest volume of a i r  t r a f f i c ,
Addis Ababa is  between 6,000 and 8,000 fee t above sea leve l.
From the a irp o r t  on the o u tsk ir ts  o f the c i t y  to the base o f Entoto 
there is a r ise  o f at least 1,000 fee t. The many h i l l s  and high 
a l t i tu d e  is  a noticeable ch a rac te r is t ic  o f the c i t y .  The average ra in ­
f a l l  in Addis Ababa is 100 milimetres. The m a jo r ity  o f the ra in  comes 
during the "w inter" which extends from the end o f May u n t i l  September, 
While there is usually a b i t  o f sun every day, during the rainy season 
Addis Ababa is  cold (to  the extent o f an occasional f ro s t )  and unpleasant.
While the center o f the c i t y  is  crowded and has qu ite a few 
modern build ings other sections o f the c i t y  provide adequate space fo r  
l ives tock  (mostly goats and sheep), pou ltry , and small gardens. I t  is
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not a t a l l  uncommon fo r  t r a f f i c  in  the downtown area to stop in order 
to allow a herd o f sheep to pass.
There is one main market section o f  the c i t y ,  ca lled the markado 
but also each neighborhood also has an open "common" which is  used as 
a local market. The neighborhood markets are usually open every day 
fo r  the local vendors o f vegetables, spices, and dairy products. In 
add it ion , each neighborhood market in  the c i t y  has a spe c if ic  day when 
vendors from other parts o f the c i t y ,  including the markado, bring 
in a la rger se lection of market goods. The market system in Addis 
Ababa is an important communication l in k  between d i f fe re n t  areas o f 
the c i ty .  The neighborhood market network provides fo r  economic, 
p o l i t i c a l ,  and social communication between the various areas of the 
c i t y .  For example, i t  is  not uncommon fo r  an ind iv idua l to travel two 
m iles, or more, across the c i t y  to e ith e r  se ll or buy from a p a r t icu la r  
neighborhood market which is  known fo r  one product or another. As I 
w i l l  discuss la te r ,  d i f fe re n t  areas o f the c i t y  are known as the 
enclaves o f spe c if ic  ethnic groups and th e i r  specialized products. 
D aily , but p a r t ic u la r ly  on Saturdays, the markado is  the commercial 
center o f the c i t y .  In the neighborhood markets the products are most 
often sold by the producer, but in the markado, the s ta l ls  are run by 
small businessmen and entrepeneurs. Consequently, the prices in the 
markado are often higher than the rest o f the c i t y ,  but also there is 
concentration o f high q u a l i ty  specialized products. For the m a jority  
o f the population in Addis Ababa the markado is  a special place. One 
wears one's f in e s t  clothes, and especia lly  fo r  the men, i t  is  a place 
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TABLE I I I
Average Age o f  In-Migrants a t Time o f In-Migration
Males Females Both Sexes
Sept. 1964 - Sept. 1965 20.8 20.0 20.4
Sept. 1965 - Sept. 1966 21.2 20.5 20.9
Sept. 1966 - Sept. 1967 23.3 21.1 22.2
TABLE IV
POPULATION BOHN IN  E T H IO P IA , BY DISTRICT AND B im P X
B irth p i.c e ® A re da Bol® Cctsrsa G u le le In t o t o X o ra n io L id e t t i
A ddis Ababa 2 2 ,9 4 0 3 9 ,3 0 0 29,930 2 8 ,3 6 0 1 8 ,2 8 0 1 2 ,3 3 0 1 6 ,4 4 0
A ru s s l 310 1 ,2 1 0 300 390 200 260 230
8&1® 160 270 140 30 10 70 40
Begijvsdir 620 1 ,4 0 0 340 320 650 310 560
E r i t r e a 3 ,6 8 0 3 ,9 3 0 1 ,3 3 0 600 20 410 570
Cesu Gofe 490 530 3 ,8 4 0 770 8 ,3 8 0 620 310
Goj&c 740 1 ,6 7 0 1 ,2 0 0 2 ,1 9 0 520 530 760
Rarars© 1 ,0 8 0 3 ,1 7 0 640 770 310 370 660
I l lu b a b o r 110 70 70 160 GO 30 10
Ke fjj 310 3.10 450 480 290 340 410
Sboa 1 3 ,9 3 0 3 2 ,7 9 0 2 2 ,4 1 0 1 5 ,1 9 0 1 2 ,3 1 0 1 0 ,8 0 0 1 4 ,1 4 0
8 i  8 —.-a 0 370 1 ,1 0 0 490 750 370 260 340
T i- j r a 1 ,4 2 0 3 ,6 0 0 600 1 ,1 1 0 380 430 560
V o lle g a 420 6t>0 690 720 470 360 310
V o l io 3 ,1 8 0 3 ,3 7 0 1 ,4 9 0 1 ,2 2 0 3 ,3 3 0 9-00 1 ,5 1 0
Msfcako-
legwi
5 0 ,6 5 0  
1 ,0 6 0  
2o0 
2,620 
1 ,9 3 0  
570 
2 ,2 5 0  
2 , 150 
150 
9 S I 
3 8 ,1 5 0  
.1,610  
2 ,3 0 0  
1 ,4 5 0  




7 2 ,0 3 0  
1 .1 3 0  
3:50
1 .7 5 0  
8 ,1 9 0
330
2 .7 5 0  
2 ,8 3 0
410 
1 ,9 5 0  
5 4 ,9 7 0  
1 ,8 6 0  
3,5SO  
1 ,9 6 0  
















1 ,0 5 0
Addis Ababa 
Number %
3 0 2 ,9 4 0
5 ,5 7 0
1, i>o*0
9 ,8 6 0  
2 0 ,6 0 0  
16 COO 
1 2 ,9 6 0  
12, 21k) 
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la Eth. Else Then
A i No 2 6 ,8 2 0 5 5 ,1 0 0  3 4 ,3 9 0  2 5 ,3 4 0  2 7 ,3 5 0  1 5 ,7 4 0  2 0 ,4 1 0  6 0 ,0 6 0  3 5 ,8 1 0  15,04-0 3 6 7 ,2 5 0  5 3 .7
Population Born 
Butoios Eth. Inc1 
Not No
T o t a l  P o p u l a t i o n
P o r t io n  Born  
O u ts id e  Add is
Ahnas
2 ,1 4 0  2 ,3 8 0  340
No -51,900 9 0 ,9 8 0  6 4 ,7 2 0
5 3 .8 5 9 .3  5 3 .
930 330 860
5 4 ,6 9 0  4 5 ,9 6 0  2 8 ,3 3 0
1 ,9 5 0  1 ,9 4 0  2,0-40
3S ,0 4 0  1 1 2 ,8 5 0  1 6 0 ,9 4 0
4 8 .1  0 0 .2  5 7 .4  5 7 .7  5 4 .9  5 5 .2
£90 .13,300 2 .0
27,720  6 8 3 ,5  50 1 0 0 .0
5 5 .7  3 5 .7
(StnLio:i0a1 Bull1 tin #8, ]972:78)
TABLE V
JLBD1& ABABA. PROPORTION Of THE POPULATION HORN OUTSIDE ADDIS ABABA, B1 AGE GROUP
Age above P o p u l a t i o n  1967 Population born in Addis Abnba
Population born outside Addis Ababa 
% of totai population in age-group
Both SexesM a l e s ‘ f ' e iaa l3S B o t h  Se xea M a l e s Fetna 1 es B o t h  Se xe a M a l e s r ■' p. n 1 e s
0 337 ,3 -50 3 4 6 , 1 8 0 6 8 3 , 5 3 0 1 4 4 , 4 0 0 1 5 3 , 5 4 0 3 0 2 , 9 4 0 r* -} *3 1 / . . i n • > 7 . ..r 2 8 2 . 8 0 0 2 9 3 , 4 9 0 5 7 6 , 2S0 9 4 , 7 8 0 1 1 0 , 6 6 0 ..0 j , 4 c 0 S . 3 6 2 . 5
13 2 0 2 ' 5 1 0 2 1 0 , 5 5 0 4 1 3 , 0 6 0 3 7 , 9 8 0 5 0 , 3 4 0 9 8 , 3 2 0 8 1 . 2 7 6 .  1
25 1 4 4 , 6 2 0 1 3 9 , 9 6 0 2 8 4 , 5 8 0 1 9 , 9 1 0 2 7 , 1 6 0 4 " , 0 7 0 8 5 . 2 80 .6
>5 8 4 , 7 8 0 7 4 , 1 9 0 1 5 6 , 9 7 0 1 0 , 7 6 0 1 3 . 7 7 0 2 4 , 5  30 87 . 3 8 1 .5
45 3 9 , 1 3 0 3 3 , 0 7 0 7 4 , 2 0 0 4 , 4 9 0 6 ;  120 10,  6 10 8 6 . 6 K2 . 7
55 l b , 4 0 0 15 s 850 3 2 , 2 5 0 . 1 , 7 8 0 2 ,  510 4 ,  220 89 .1 64 . 2





3 7 . 9
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(Statistical Bullitin #8, 1972:79)
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TABLE VI 
Government General Secondary 
Schools by Province 
Vocational & Teacher Vocational Teacher
Province 1959 Techni cal Training 1968 Technical Training
Addis Ababa 27 12 1 26 14 1
Arussi 15 1 0 15 1 0
Bale 6 0 0 6 0 0
Begimider 13 1 0 12 4 0
Eritrea 32 3 1 31 3 1
Gamu Gofa 7 1 0 7 1 0
Go jam 12 2 0 12 2 0
Harrar 17 0 1 17 1 1
111ubabor 6 1 0 6 1 0
Kaffa 9 2 0 9 2 0
Ogaden 0 0 0 1 0 0
Shoa 34 2 1 34 2 1
Sidamo 12 0 0 12 1 0
Tigre 9 0 0 9 1 0
Wellega 0 1 0 9 1 0
Wello 20 1 0 21 1 0
Compiled from 1968 and 1959 School Census fo r  E th iop ia , The M in is try  
o f Education and Fine A rts , Bureau o f  Educational Research and S ta t is t ic s .
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TABLE VII 
Students in General and 
Secondary Schools b,y Province
Province 1958 1968
Addis Ababa (c i ty ) 14,627 16,398














Wei lo 2,355 3,136
1959 p. 76, tab le 47; 1968 p. 38, table 20.
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The m ajority  o f houses in Addis Ababa are made o f chika (a 
mixture o f  mud, dung, and straw) w ith a koro koro (corregated t in )  
roof. The houses are e ith e r clustered together to form a compound or 
they have a high fence surrounding the house, garden, and out bu ild ings. 
The houses rent fo r  between Eth$ 5.00 ($2,50 U.S.) a month to Eth$ 1,000 
($500.00 U.S.) a month. The m a jo rity  o f houses do not have running 
water or plumbing, but they usually do have at least one e le c t r ic  l ig h t .  
Each neighborhood has a water tap in the market place, and water is  
carried by the women in large pottery jugs to each house.
While cars are a great luxury (200% import duty) the public 
transporta tion is  re la t iv e ly  extensive, The busses (which u n t i l  recently  
were owned by the royal fam ily) cost Eth$ ,15 ($.7 ^ U,S.) and commute 
to a l l  but the most remote parts o f the c i t y .  A d d it io n a l ly ,  there are 
ciechentos ( ta x is )  which carry three passengers in the approximate 
d irec tion  o f  the f i r s t  passenger. In sp ite  o f the re la t iv e ly  good 
public transporta tion , the m a jority  o f the population o f Addis Ababa 
moves about the c i t y  on foo t.
The population o f Addis Ababa is  approximately one m i l l io n  with 
a yearly  growth o f I 0/?- (see Table 1 and 2). Up to 5,6% o f  the growth 
rate is  accounted fo r  by in-m igra tion. Of the population in Addis 
Ababa in 1967 only 44% were born there, 33% were born in Shoa (the 
province in  which Addis Ababa is  located), 12% were born in the f iv e  
northern prvinces (E r i tre a , Begimeder, Tigre Wollo, and Gojam) 9% 
were born in the other e ight provinces, and 2% were born abroad ( i b i d :24)
p
A ll  population figures have been taken from: Ethiopian Central
S ta t is t ic a l  O ffice S ta t is t ic a l  B u l le t in  #8:1972.
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Almost one-fourth o f the 1957 population 
consisted o f in-migrants since 1961, and 
i t  is  estimated tha t some 100 come to Addis 
Ababa each day, many o f them to s e t t le  
permanently ( i b id ; 24)
The la rgest age group represented by the in-migrants is  15-24 years.
This group constitu tes 36% o f a l l  the immigrants. The average age
of Addis Ababa is 22 as compared to 30 fo r  the rest o f the country
(see Tables 3 and 4). The m a jo r ity  of the in-migrants are male
(Table 5), and are trans ien t.
Between 1937 and 1967 the population o f Addis Ababa increased 
from 90,000 to nearly 650,000 (Esatu 1970:4), Of the to ta l population 
in Addis Ababa in 1967 only 44.3% were born in the c i t y ;  53.7% were 
born in Ethiopia but outside the c i t y  (see Table 6), Of the 44% of 
the population born in Addis Ababa 70% were children below 15 years 
old (see Table 7). In other words, only 14% o f the adult population 
in Addis Ababa were born in the cap ita l.
Addis Ababa is  the economic and commercial center o f Ethiopia.
In a large part th is  is  due to the transporta tion system. There are 
two addtional factors which confirm the c a p i ta l 's  economic importance. 
F i r s t ,  according to Comhaire and Sylvian, the income o f the population 
o f Addis Ababa " is  derived overwhelmingly from the adm inistra tive 
pos it ion  o f  the c i t y ,  where a l l  sectors o f the national economy are 
con tro lled" (7). In 1968 there were 22,761 people l iv in g  in Addis 
Ababa and employed by the central government ( s ta t is t ic a l  Abstract fo r  
Addis Ababa 1967 and 1968:144). While in 1965 there were only 15,803,
In other words, the number o f employees o f the federal government l iv in g  
in Addis Ababa is  increasing at an annual rate o f  15%, A d d it io n a lly ,  
the municipal government o f Addis Ababa employs over 7,000 people and
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in  1966-1967 had an annual budget o f 14 m il l io n  ( i b i d : 7) which
accounted fo r  over h a l f  o f  the national budget. Comhaire and Sylvian
to on to say tha t:
Addis Ababa i t s e l f  has no more than 150 
( industr ia l)undertak ings o f importance, 
w ith an aggregate manpower of 10,000, but 
there are 16 ind us tr ia l establishments in 
the immediate v ic in i t y ,  with about 5,500 
workers, 4,000 o f them in a t e x t i le  m il l  
located at Akaki, southeast o f the ca p ita l.
Further development is  taking place in the 
same d ire c t io n ,  along the 100 kilometers 
ra il-and  motor-roads. For example, Nazareth 
has grown from a mere v i l la g e  in the 1930's 
in to  a town of 33,000 inhab itants , w ith an 
annual bus-passenger t r a f f i c  o f 560,000 
between th is  town and Addis Ababa ( i b i d : 7).
E th iop ia 's  71.7% manufacturing establishments are e ith e r in Addis
Ababa (40.1%) or in Asmara (31.6%) (Esatu 1970:11). In terms of
population numbers, in 1966-67 there were 13,681 people employed by one
or another o f the manufacturing establishments in Addis Ababa. Combining
the figures fo r  government and industry , we see tha t out o f a to ta l
population o f 638,810 (Table 1) in 1966, 43,442 were employed by e ithe r
the government or by industry.
As in the case o f industry and government there is  an alarmingly 
disproportionate number o f health f a c i l i t i e s  iri Addis Ababa. In 1967
the capita l had 19% o f a l l  hosp ita ls , 32.2% of a l l  beds, 9.7% o f a l l
c l in ic s ,  50.3% o f a l l  doctors, and 61.4% o f a l l  nurses in the country. 
(Dirbe:31):
In Addis Ababa there is  one hospital fo r  about 
40,000 people, as opposed to one fo r  340,000 
in the res t o f the country; there is  one doctor 
fo r  roughly 3,500 people as opposed to 128?000 
in the rest o f the country, there is  one nurse 
fo r  2,000 people as opposed to one fo r  123,000 
in the rest o f the country. These ra t io s ,  
shocking as they are, do not t e l l  the en t ire  
story. There are provinces where there was
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only one hospital (Arussi, Bale) and only one 
nurse (Bale, Gamu Gofa), To th is  one may add 
the footnote tha t the provinces, not the urban 
areas pay a health tax fo r  the alleged purpose 
o f financing public health f a c i l i t i e s  in the 
province where i t  is  collected (Esatu:11)
(emphasis mine)
In Ethiopia the d is t r ib u t io n  o f formal education also d e f in i te ly  
favors the urban center. Not only does Addis Ababa have more schools 
than the rest o f the country, but i t  also has schools o f a s ig n if ic a n t ly  
higher q u a l i ty  than rural schools. The Provisional M i l i ta r y  Government 
has taken extraordinary measures to t r y  to change th is  s i tu a t io n ,  but 
there is l i t t l e  doubt tha t a l i t e r a te  rural population is  in  the 
fu ture .
In Addis Ababa there is  at least one school w ith in  walking distance 
fo r  every ch ild .  Where as in the rest o f the country (with the exception 
o f Asmara) the average elementary school serves at least 320 kilometers, 
and in  at least 31 awarjas (see glossary) there is only one school fo r  
every 1,500 square kilometers (Teshome 1971:31). S ixty percent o f the 
urban population has a place in a school, but only 3.7% o f the rural 
school age children are enrolled. Further, o f the primary school age 
population, about 92% l iv e  in rura l areas and only 8% l iv e  in  urban 
areas ( ib id : 31).
Not only does Addis Ababa have proportionate ly more schools than 
the rest of the country but i t  also has the best schools in the country. 
This is  in part due to the large in te rna tiona l community and diplomatic 
corps, which l iv e  in the ca p ita l,  But th is  on the other hand, does 
not account fo r  the extent o f the discrepancy. For example, in 1968 
there were a to ta l c\ 25,260 General and Secondary School students in 
Shoa Province. While there were 9,947 General and Secondary Schools
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in E ritrea  (the next highest number) there were only 793 General 
and Secondary students in Gamu Gofa (the lowest) (see Tables 8 and 9),
The Haile Sellassie I Univers ity  is  also in Addis Ababa. I t  is 
the primary in s t i tu t io n  o f higher education in Ethiopia, and as such 
i t  is  the major source o f government o f f ic ia ls  and the power e l i t e  in 
the country. As Girma says, " in  t ra d it io n a l Ethiopia as well as modern 
Ethiopia, the power e l i t e  was and is also the in te l le c tu a l e l i t e "
(Girma 1967:3).
Perhaps because o f the s ig n if ic a n t  inequa lit ies  between urban and 
rural primary and secondary education, a very small percentage o f the 
rural population ever reaches the un ive rs ity .  In a study done by 
LaFolle tte in 1965 he found tha t 71.7% of his sample o f students 
entering Haile Sellassie I Univers ity  came from e ith e r Addis Ababa,
Harrar , or Asmara (LaFolle tte  1965:35). In another study done by 
Tilahun Gamta o f the education fa cu lty  at HSIU he found tha t only 42.7% 
o f the students came from provinces other than Shoa and E r i t re a , and 
one o f the provinces, Gamu Gofa, had no representatives in  the Univers ity  
(Gamta 1971:10) (see Table 10),
An in te res ting  aspect o f the enrollment pattern at Haile Sellassie
I Univers ity  is  the dominance o f two northern ethnic groups, the Amhara
and T igre, in re la t io n  to the res t o f the country. In a study o f lan­
guage learning patterns o f HSIU freshmen, i t  was shown tha t 81% o f the 
students considered Amharic or T igrinya to be th e i r  f i r s t  language
(Langmuir 1967:5). Two other language groups l is te d  in the study,
There is a A gr icu ltu ra l College in Harrar and a couple o f M i l i ta r y  
Colleges outside o f the c a p ita l ,  but they account fo r  only a small 
portion o f the college educated Ethiopians.
129 
TABLE V I I I
NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS BY SEX AND PROVINCE OF BIRTH
No. -of Respondents Total in
Province o f B ir th from each province 
Male Female
Figure %
Arussi 2 - 2 1.04
Bale 1 - 1 0.52
Begemdir 11 - 11 5.73
E ritrea 26 3 29 15.10
Gamu Gofa - - — ~-
Go jam 5 - 5 2.60
Harrar 12 1 13 6.77
Illubabor 4 - 4 2.08
Kaffa 3 - 3 1.56
Shoa 51 1 52 27.08
Addis Ababa 28 1 29 15.10
Sidamo 10 - 10 5.21
Tigre 12 1 13 6.77
Wollega 13 - 13 6.77
Wollo 7 _ 7 3.65
Total 185 7 192 99.98(?)
(Tilahun, 1971:10)
130
Gal 11gna and Guragigna, accounted fo r  11%, and the la s t  category o f 
"other" accounted fo r  only 8% o f the population. Presumably Dozainya, 
the language o f the Gamu Highland people would be included in tha t 8%.
Haile Sellassie I University^ was also the main source fo r  
government employees. Surveys o f a l l  college f a c i l i t i e s  in Ethiopia 
(see Gamta 1971:23, and LaFolle tte  1965:40) have indicated tha t as 
many as 90% o f the graduates of the Univers ity  are employed by the 
central government.
G ilb e rt  sums up the dominance o f the Amhara in the educational 
system.
Close to 50% o f Ethiopia high school graduates 
continue on to the Univers ity . While only about 
35% o f the population belongs to the Amhara t r ib e ,  
probably over 50% of the students at Haile Sellassie 
I University would claim Amhara a f f i l i a t i o n . —  Since 
they (Amhara) occupy a dominant pos it ion  in Ethiopian 
soc ie ty , and since primary school f a c i l i t i e s  are more 
developed in the ce n tra l ly  located Amhara te r r i t o r ie s ,
th is  discrepancy is  understandable (G ilbe rt 1967:7).
In terms o f my research i t  is  important to note tha t no matter who 
is  considered to be dominant in the educational system in Ethiopia i t  is 
qu ite  c lear tha t at the primary, secondary, high school and college 
leve ls the Gamu Highland people, both in the Gamu Highlands and in 
Addis Ababa, are one o f the ethnic groups which are given the least 
opportunity fo r  an education.
Addis Ababa is  the cap ita l o f Ethiopia, Shoa province, and 
Mengesha awarja. The c i t y  is  not only the seat o f the central government
but also provides over 90% o f the provincia l government o f f ic ia ls .
Vhe Univers ity  was closed in 1974 by order o f the Provisional 
M i l i ta r y  Government. Informed sources in the cap ita l ind icate tha t i t  is  
h igh ly u n l ike ly  tha t the Univers ity  w i l l  open in the near fu tu re .
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There is  l i t t l e  doubt th a t the government in Addis Abqba controls 
Ethiopia, and consequently those who control the government in Addis 
Ababa control the country, The development o f a central government 
and the urbanization o f Addis Ababa has been at the expense o f the 
rural population, and fo r  the p r o f i t  o f the urban m inority . Further, 
the p ro f i ts  o f the central government in Addis Ababa have been shared 
by only tha t small proportion o f  the urban m inority  which controls the 
government.
The development o f a modern central government began under Menelik,
In 1907-8 he established m in is tr ies  o f ju s t ic e ,  war, the in te r io r  and
public works. In 1911 m in is tr ies  o f posts, telegraph, and foreign
a f fa i r s  were added to  the l i s t .  Haile Sellassie added industry ,
education and f in e  a r ts ,  public works and communications (Rurham 1969:
90). While the establishment o f these m in is tr ies  was an attempt by
Menelik and Haile Sellassie to modernize the medieval governmental
organization, the pattern o f the tra d i t io n a l Ethiopian court was hard
to break. Also, ne ither Menelik nor Haile Sellassie were inc lined  to
give much au tho r ity  to the m in is tr ie s .
Whether the m inisters and th e i r  subordinates had 
or had not the a b i l i t y  to make and execute decisions,
they ce r ta in ly  had not the power. The m inisters
spent much o f  th e i r  time waiting about the palace 
to see the Emperor, a very proper employment o f 
th e i r  time according to the old Ethiopian court 
e t iq u e t te , but one which paralyzed the new 
in s t i tu t io n s  which had been put in th e i r  charge 
( i b id : 90).
Until the revo lu tion in 1974 there was l i t t l e  doubt tha t the 
Emperor had control o f the central government in  Addis Ababa, Haile 
Sellassie created a modern bureaucratic structure  o f government which 
had a r ig id  h ie rarch ica l s tructure  o f cabinets, m in is t r ie s ,  departments,
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f i l e s ,  pay scales, examinations, etc. While the government followed 
the form o f a c lassica l Weberian bureaucracy in i t s  construction in 
many ways i t  s t i l l  operated on the p o l i t ic a l  process of a t ra d i t io n a l 
Ethiopian Court or M i l i ta r y  camp. As Markakis has pointed out, as 
recently  as 1973 an in d iv id u a l 's  success in the government depended on
a large part on the re la t ionsh ip  to the throne. A ll  o f the m in is tr ies
were appointed by the Emperor, and the success o f personnel at the lower 
levels o f the m in is try  depended on the re la t io n  to each appointed 
m in is te r.
Just as the Emperor serves as the p o l i t ic a l  centre 
around which the p r in c ip le  s a te l l i te s  revolve, 
m in is te rs , and other high o f f ic ia ls  and d ig n ita r ie s  
serve as centres fo r  a secondary s a te l l i t e  system,
Within i t s  own l im ite d  p o l i t ic a l  universe, the
secondary system re f le c ts  f a i t h f u l l y  most o f the 
properties of the primary system (1974:270).
Markakis goes on to say tha t there was an increasing level o f 
bureaucratization in  the central government administration including 
ro le  sp e c ia l iza t ion , defined ju r is d ic t io n a l  areas, and formalized 
procedure. With the increased bureaucratization in  Addis Ababa i t  has 
become increasing ly d i f f i c u l t  fo r  the lower leve ls of the government, 
and the society as a whole, to e f fe c t  any change. Under the tra d i t io n a l 
p o l i t ic a l  process by which Menelik governed the c i t y  and the country 
each neighborhood, wereda, awarja, and ethnic group could take 
problems to the noble in whose camp they l iv e d ; who in turn had varying 
degrees o f influence w ith the Emperor. As the c i t y  grew, unless one 
knew someone in one o f the m in is t r ie s ,  there was l i t t l e  or no access 
to the p o l i t ic a l  process. The chances tha t one would know someone in 
one o f  the m in is tr ies  was, to a large extent, determined by one's 
province o f o r ig in ,  length o f residence in the c i t y ,  and to a certa in
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degree on one's ethnic background, To c la r i f y  th is  statement we should 
look back at the educational system,
As I mentioned above, the student population in Ethiopia is 
skewed towards certa in  provinces, Shoa and E ritrea  alone account fo r  
over 60% o f the students at Haile Sellassie I University (Tilahun, 
Langmuir, LaFo lle tte ), A d d it io n a l ly ,  in a discussion of language 
learning patterns reported by students at Haile Sellassie I University 
81% reported Amhara or Tigre as th e i r  f i r s t  language (Langmuir 1967:5), 
The other languages s p e c i f ic a l ly  reported were Gallingna and Gurage, 
and the category "other" accounted fo r  only 8% o f the entering freshmen 
( ib id :5 ) .  Even allowing fo r  possible e r ro r ,  when we consider the 
number o f  languages ex is ten t in Ethiopia the number o f Gamu Highland 
people, who might be included in the "other" category, would be less 
than 1%,
In a study done o f the source and placement o f Haile Sellassie 
I Univers ity  students, LaFolle tte  reports the occupations o f the 
fathers o f the students entering Haile Sellassie I Univers ity . Weaving, 
which is  the primary occupation o f  the Gamu Highland people in Addis 
Ababa, is  not even mentioned. LaFolle tte  goes on to say tha t an average 
o f 85% o f the graduates o f Haile Sellassie I University worked fo r  
the government in one capacity or another. That is  to say, the Uni­
ve rs ity  is  the primary t ra in in g  ground fo r  the central government, 
and the chances of a Gamu Highland person being employed by the central 
government in Addis Ababa is  very slim.
I t  is  important to be aware o f the possible s ta t is t ic a l  e rror 
and reluctance to claim a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith a "despised" occupation such 
as weaving and a m inority  group such as the "Dorze". While the
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revo lu tion has to some degree reversed the trend to emphasize
Amhara-Tigre a f f i l i a t i o n s ,  th is  was not true at the time o f the survey
done by LaFolle tte . On the other hand, the combined evidence of
geographical d iscrim ination fo r  primary and secondary schools to
Univers ity  to government positions is  a strong ind ica to r tha t the Gamu
Highland people faced perhaps insurmountable odds in advancing to a
level o f influence in the central government o f Haile Sellassie.
In t ra d it io n a l Ethiopia, as well as modern Ethiopia, 
the power e l i t e  was and is  also the in te l le c tu al 
e l i t e . The Church was the s i te  o f in te l le c t ,T h e  
organization o f in te l le c tu a ls .  The state was the 
seat o f power. But, because o f the un ity  o f the 
two, the in te l l ig e n t  and power e l i t e  were 
undis tinguishable---the high ranking positions 
( in  the government) are occupied by the older 
generation Ethiopians who possess most of the 
wealth o f the nation. (Girma 1967:3),
I f  the educated e l i t e  are also the power e l i t e  i t  is f a i r l y  obvious
tha t the people from the Gamu Highlands and s p e c i f ic a l ly  the Chencha
community are not in  a pos it ion o f power.
Who was th is  power e l i t e  who ran Haile S e llass ie 's  government? 
While the answer to th is  question is  not c r i t i c a l  to th is  paper i f  I 
define the Gamu Highland people as a social m inority  and subordinate 
group, i t  is  important to have some understanding as to who is dominant 
and doing the d iscrim inating . Also, in assessing the ass im ila tion o f 
other ethnic and geographical groups in to  the power e l i t e ,  one is in 
a be tte r posit ion to appreciate the re la t iv e  iso la t io n  o f the Chencha 
community in Addis Ababa.
Who was the ruling/power e l i t e  in  Haile Se llass ie 's  government? 
According to Christopher Clapham, who has w rit te n  the most d e f in i te  
work on tha t government, the power began w ith the Emperor in  the center
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and extended in widening c irc le s  toward the periphery o f the empire,
Haile Sellassie appointed high o f f ic ia ls  who were d i re c t ly  responsible
to him. Regionally, the core o f the government came from Shoa,
Clapham says tha t 60-70% of the high central government o f f ic ia ls
and an even la rger proportion o f p rov inc ia l governors were o f Shoan
o r ig in  (Clapham 1970:2). Clapham goes on to say tha t:
The preponderance o f Shoans is so great because 
the present government has grown out of a Shoan 
Emperor, w ith his cap ita l in Shoa, where most of 
the opportunities fo r  education and advancement 
are also concentrated; the p o l i t ic a l  recruitment 
process, which emphasizes personal connections, 
ensures the rest ( i b id ; 3),
I f  I were to choose one aspect o f Haile Se llass ie 's  government tha t is  
most c h a ra c te r is t ic ,  i t  would be the emphasis on the personal connections 
mentioned by Clapham, The p a tro n /c l ie n t  re la tionsh ip  which began at 
the core, the emperor, and extended to the lowest ranks o f the govern­
ment and society was an emensely important aspect o f the p o l i t ic a l  
recruitment process o f the power e l i t e ,  The government was to a certa in 
extent, a re f le c t io n  o f the t ra d i t io n a l court o f  Ethiopian Emperors 
which is  based on the position o f one person to another on a h ierarch ica l 
scale. That is to say, the government was a status hierarchy (see 
Buckley and Mayer 1955:47), Weisslender (1965) and Levine (1965) both 
po int out tha t the p a tro n /c l ie n t re la t ionsh ip  in Ethiopia, s p e c if ic a l ly  
Amhara, society is both ordered in tha t i t  is  based on a r ig id  
h ie rarch ica l s truc tu re , and e f f ic ie n t  to the extent tha t i t  permeates 
a l l  status levels w ith in  the system.
I f  Weisslender, Levine, and Clapham (to name only a few) are in 
fa c t  correct in th e i r  assessment o f the power and government s tructure 
under Haile Sellassie, through the p a tro n /c l ie n t  re la tionsh ip  and/or
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core to periphery con figura tion , those ind iv idua ls  appointed by the 
Emperor were the power e l i t e ,  But the question s t i l l  remains. Who 
were those ind iv idua ls  who comprised the power e l i t e .  F i r s t ,  o f course, 
is  the royal fam ily . These ind iv idua ls  were given well paying and 
p o l i t i c a l l y  powerful positions in the government. But, there was 
s t i l l  l i t t l e  doubt tha t they were subject to th e i r  patron, the Emperor. 
Second, the members o f the t ra d i t io n a l ar is tocracy were, to a large 
extent, given the choice pos itions. Through the p r iv i leges  of education,
t ra v e l ,  and greater access to the throne the members o f the t ra d it io n a l
a r is tocracy had p re fe ren t ia l treatment in  both government and society. 
But, w ith very few exceptions, the aris tocracy was dependent on the 
Emperor who, unlike Menelik, created a large central standing army and 
outlawed prov inc ia l forces con tro lled  by powerful rases.
In order to get a be tte r idea o f who the Emperor appointed to 
high level government pos it ions , I did a survey o f appointments from 
1942 to 1972. The sample was taken from the Negarit Gazeta (Chronicle
o f the Kings) which is  the o f f i c ia l  organ of the Ethiopian monarchy.
The Negarit Gazeta contains o f f i c ia l  court news and a l i s t  o f a l l  
appointments made by the Emperor in a given year. I t  would be a lengthy 
process to l i s t  a l l  o f the appointments made by Haile Sellassie between 
1942 and 1972 (over 5,000) and then to determine the ethnic o r ig in  of 
a l l  those appointees. Consequently, I selected a sample o f 100, By 
using the random method, I was assured tha t each ind iv idua l appointee 
had an equal chance o f being included in the sample.
To th is  extent, my sample was an unbiased and re l ia b le  sample o f 
appointments made by Haile Sellassie fo r  the t h i r t y  years between 1942 
and 1972. The sample covered a wide range of p o l i t ic a l  pos it ions , fo r
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example; m in is te r, assistant m in is te r ,  vice m in is te r, High Court 
judge, governor, ass is tant deputy governor, member o f the Senate, 
ambassador, central personnel agency, d iv is ion  commander, commander o f 
Imperial Guard.
In order to determine the ethnic make-up o f my sample I submitted 
the l i s t  o f one hundred people to a panel o f judges. That i s ,  I picked 
f iv e  people who I considered to be experts on Ethiopia and who might 
have e ith e r personally known the ind iv idua ls  in the sample or were aware 
o f the geographical or ethnic o r ig in  of the ind iv id ua ls . The judges 
included three members o f the s ta f f  o f the In s t i tu te  o f Ethiopian 
Studies, one government o f f i c i a l ,  and one member o f the fa cu lty  of 
Haile Sellassie I Univers ity . I asked these judges to mark the ethnic 
group beside each name on the sample, and i f  there was any questions 
to leave i t  blank. I also asked the judges to include more than one 
ethnic group i f  i t  was re levant. I f  there was c o n f l ic t  between judges 
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While there was some o f other labe ling , mainly Amhara-Galla, the only 
category I considered numerically s ig n if ic a n t  was the Amhara-Tigre.
The dominance o f the Amhara aid Tigre is  obvious. In the administration 
o f the survey I made no attempt to c la r i f y  the meaning o f  the terms 
Amhara or T igre, and there is d e f in i te ly  a certa in  amount o f debate 
as to the exact ethnic composition o f those two groups, The debate 
is  perhaps more o f the meaning o f ethnic group than o f who is  Amhara
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or Tigre. The judges I chose are, I be lieve, more q u a l i f ie d  than I 
to debate the meaning o f Amhara, and consequently I have re l ie d  on 
th e i r  expertise in labeling the ind iv idua ls  in the sample,
The important point is  not exactly who are those 67% o f the 
sample who were appointed to high level government pos it ions , but 
tha t there c le a r ly  was a dominant group who were c lose ly associated with 
a p a r t ic u la r  ethnic and geographical part o f the country. In other 
words, even allowing fo r  e rro r on the part o f the judges, the survey 
confirms the general opinion th a t the ethnic groups from the northern 
part o f E thiopia, Amhara and T ig re , dominated Haile S e llass ie 's  govern^ 
ment.
Categories four and f iv e  are o f the greatest in te re s t  fo r  th is
paper. Even i f  we assume tha t a l l  o f the "d id not know" category was
not Amhara these two categories s t i l l  account fo r  only 33% o f the to ta l
sample. Yet the general consensus is  tha t "m in o r it ies "  account fo r  at
least 70% o f the to ta l population o f the country. Who are these
m ino r it ies . Christopher Clapham says tha t:
In one sense 'M in o r i t ie s ' could re fe r to 
any ethnic group in Ethiopia apart from the
Amhara; in another, i t  might be re s tr ic te d
to those who are ne ither Amhara, Gal la ,  nor 
Tigrean (1970:2),
Once again, fo r  my concerns here, the po int is  not i f  Gal la ,  Gurage, 
Tigre are a m inority  group, but tha t the people from Gamu Gofa c le a r ly
are. Nowhere in the survey did the label Dorze, Haizo, Chencha, D ita,
Gamu, e tc . ,  appear. While there is  a remote p o s s ib i l i t y  tha t an 
ind iv idua l from the Gamu Highlands may have been appointed to high 
level government pos it ion , s t a t i s t i c a l l y ,  there was no representation 
o f  the Gamu people in Haile S e llass ie 's  government.
Appendix I I  
S ta t is t ic a l  Tables on Gamu Gofa 
TABLE 1*








2. Geleb and Hamer 
Bako Awarja 13,100 12,200 25,300
3. Surveyed Towns 6,310 6,860 13,170
4. Other Towns 4,250 4,130 8,380
Provincia l Total 328,260 301,890 630,150
TABLE 2*
POPULATION OF GAMU GOFA BY AWARJAS
Awarja Male Female Total i
Gardula 90,300 79,600 169,900 29.1
Gamu 134,800 128,400 263,200 45.1
Gofa 79,500 70,700 150,200 25.8
Total



















I l l i t e r a t e 52,500 94.9 47,800 99.2 100,300 96.9
Total 55,300 100.0 48,200 100.0 103,500 100.0











Read Only 400 0.5 — 400 0.3
Gamu
I l l i t e r a t e 77,300 94.8 81,700 99.4 159,000 97.1
Total 81,500 100.0 82,000 100.0 163,700 100.0
Awarja









Read Only 400 0.8 — 400 0.4
Gofa
I l l i t e r a t e 46,900 96.3 44,000 100.0 90,900 198.1
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Tenure % of  Percent o f household with number 
Group household o f parcels
44 0 1 2 3 4 5 6+ 100
Own Land 44 - -  36 37 17 6 2 2 100 79
Rent Land 36 - -  63 24 9 3 1 - -  100 62
P artly  own and
p a r t ly  rent 3 — 12 47 27 10 2 2 100 80
No Land 17 100 — — - -  — - -  — - -  39
Total 100“  "17 39 27 TT 1  T  T  "TOO 66"
TABLE 6*
NUMBER OF PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS BY TYPE OF RESIDENT
Resident 
Awarji Owner % Tenant %
Part Owner Non-agricul- Total 
and t u r a l i s t  Number %
Part Tenant
%
Gardula 20,700 54 12,100 31
Gamu 28,800 48 16,700 28
Gofa 10,600 28 20,900 54















HOLDINGS BY TENURE AND TYPE OF LAND OWNERSHIP
Part Owner
Type o f Resident and
Ownership Owner _% Tenant Part Tenant %_ Total %_
Private 57,100 95 44,000 88 3,700 90 104,800 92
Government 200 — 3,700 7 200 5 4,100 4
Church 100 __ 100 r*
Jo in t (communal) - - 300 1 200 5 500 - -
Not State 2,800 5 1,600 4 - - 4,400 4
Total
60,100 100 49,700 loa 4,100 100 113,900 10(
TABLE 8*
NUMBER OF OWNED HOLDINGS BY ORIGIN OF OWNERSHIP OF LAND
Awarja Purchaset
1







Gardula 2,200 9 18,800 87 200 1 500 2 —
Gamu 1,500 5 28,500 93 100 400 2 —
Gofa 200 2 11,300 94 — 100 2 400 3





200 1 21,700 100
— - 30,500 100
- - - 12,000 100
200 - 64,200 100
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TABLE 9*
NUMBER OF OWNER HOUSEHOLDS BY TYPE OF RIGHTS TO LAND






































AND URBAN POPULATION BY SUB-PROVINCE








Borana 57,900 8,547 66,474
Derassa 487,200 19,567 506,767
Jemjem 285,100 8,392 293,492
Sidama 646,050 36,872 682,922
Wolamo 521,640 10,842 532,482
Gamu Gofa Province 433,100 11,599 444,699
Gemu 263,200 6,586 269,786
Gardula 169,900 5,013 174,913
Grand to ta l 2,478,590 102,575 2,581,165
* survey o f Gamu Gofa Province Central S ta t is t ic a l  O ff ice , Ethiopia
* *  Karsten 1972:27. F
APPENDIX 3
A BRIEF HISTORY OF WEAVING IN ETHIOPIA
Weaving is an ancient c ra f t  in Ethiopia. Simoons says that c lo th
was imported to Ethiopia as early  as the f i r s t  century A.D, "but i t  is
not known when the practice o f weaving c lo th  was f i r s t  introduced to
the land". (1960:186). The e a r l ie s t  reference I could f in d  to the
Shamma was in James Bruce, Travels to Discover the Source o f the Nile
1768-1773. He says o f Shalaka Woldo, "he had a cotton c lo th  thrown
around his shoulders in many d i f fe re n t  forms, occasionally as his
fancy suggested to him" (1790:533) and o f King F a s il,  "his mantle, or
th in  cotton cloak, was wrapt up so tha t nothing but his eyes could be
seen" ( i b id :1066); and o f a messenger from the king to Ras Mickael,
"who by his dress, having his upper garment twisted around his waist
in a p a r t ic u la r  manner showed tha t he was a c a r r ie r  o f a special message
from the king", ( fo r  a fu r th e r  descrip tion o f the s ign if icance o f the
way the shamma is worn see Hoben:1972). While i t  is  possible tha t the
c lo th  Bruce referred to was imported to Gondar, i t  is un l ike ly  in l ig h t
o f  the c o n f l ic ts  and iso la t io n  in tha t period of Ethiopian h is to ry .
In 1809 Viscount Valeritia says tha t:
the value o f goods imported at Massowah 
is  estimated a t four hundred thousand 
do lla rs  per annum, exclusive o f raw 
cotton, which is  purchased by the 
Abyssinians fo r  th e i r  dresses, although 
the plant grows in th e i r  own country,
from an ignorance o f the way o f cleaning
i t .  (1809:267)
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Pankhurst l i s t s  references to weaving in Jerome Lubo, Charles
Jacques Poncet, and Manoel de Almeida, a l l  o f  whom were seventeenth
century trave lers to Ethiopia (Pankhurst 1961:8). Simoons says tha t:
Present day d is t r ib u t io n  w ith in  the 
country and ava ilab le h is to r ic a l  evidence 
suggest tha t the Semite d iffused the 
plow and various winnowing implements 
w ith in  Ethiopia as well as the practice 
o f weaving c lo th . The la t t e r  s k i l l ,  
however, was known in qu ite early times 
in the Sudan at Meroe, and ( i t )  may 
ac tua lly  have been introduced to 
Ethiopia in  pre-Semitic times 
(Simoons 1960:14).
Simoons goes on to say tha t weaving is looked down on because i t  is
considered to be "beneath the d ig n ity  o f strong men and warriors"
( i b i d : ! 87). C e ru ll i  and Pankhurst both discuss the low status o f
weaving in both ancient and modern Ethiopia. They say tha t the
"depressed classes" which are associated w ith a spe c if ic  occupation
are a common phenomenon in the Horn o f A fr ica . Pankhurst says that
these "depressed classes" gave the d iv is ion  o f  labor a cu ltu ra l and
re lig ious  base; " the name o f an ethnic or other group being indeed
often employed to designate i t s  occupation" (emphasis mine)
(Pankhurst 1961:21). He goes on to say tha t the "depressed class"
was often a d if fe re n t  t r ib e  which was considered in fe r io r  and l ived
apart from the surrounding ethnic group. Pankhurst names weaving
s p e c if ic a l ly  as the occupation associated with one o f the "depressed
classes" in Ethiopia.
B iasutt i suggested in  1905 tha t the depressed or 'pa riah ' groups 
were remnants o f the "p r im it ive  races, the Negril los and Bushman" which 
were subjected and exploited by the Hamitic and Sami t i c  northern in ­
vaders. Jensen (1959) agrees with B iasutt i and says tha t artisans in
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general belong to a "Negroid Culture-layer" which is  characterized
by ensete c u lt iv a t io n .  C eru ll i  (1922) and Hauberland (1962) disagree
with th is  theory o f the o r ig in  o f the despised classes in Ethiopia.
They say tha t there is  no evidence which points to common ethn ic ,
ra c ia l ,  l in g u is t ic ,  or cu ltu ra l features among the artisan groups in
Ethiopia. Hauberland says:
A ll  over East A fr ica  the position o f the 
special castes is  important among the 
peoples who have a div ine kingship and 
i t  becomes more important with the importance 
o f the monarchy. Where th is  is missing 
there also are no special castes . . .
The in s t i tu t io n  o f the special castes 
is  probably an element which was brought 
by a younger, so c io lo g ica lly  d if fe re n t ia te d  
cu ltu re  layer in to  the black continent, and 
was there transferred onto c u l tu re -h is to r ic a l ly  
older populations (1962:153),
In Chapters 1 and 2 I discussed the h is to ry  o f the Gamu Highland 
people. In the f i r s t  Chapter I mentioned tha t there is  some debate 
as to when and from where the Gamu Highland people learned weaving.
From the material I have researched I tend to agree with Hauberland 
tha t the Dorze learned weaving from the peoples o f the North, and then 
the Dorze introduced the c ra f t  to the rest o f the Gamu Highlands. In 
the Chapter 2 I presented some h is to r ic a l material which explains why 
the Gamu Highland people became the p r in c ip le  weavers in Addis Ababa. 
According to the records ava ilab le at the B r i t is h  Public Records O ff ice , 
the Gamu Highland weavers were brought in to  Addis Ababa at ju s t  the 
time when there was an increasing demand fo r  the handwoven shamma,
Form 1910 u n t i l  the present the "Dorze" have become known fo r  th e ir  
ta le n t fo r  weaving, and th e i r  name has become synonomous with the 
weaving profession.
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GLOSSARY
awarja: p rov inc ia l d is t in c t io n  s im ila r  to subprovince
baira: senior position
buluko: heavy weight shamma, w ith a weft o f handspun cotton
dejazmatch: court d is t in c t io n ,  s im ila r  to Duke, transla tes as
commander o f the gate
dere: a Gamu Highland V illage
dunguze: handwoven pants indigenous to  Gamu Highlands
f i ta w a ra r i :  court d is t in c t io n ,  trans la tes as commander o f
the vanguard
fo re n g i: fore igner
gabi: medium weight shamma
gedhas: ju n io r  pos it ion
gome: taboo
halak'a: honorary pos ition o f the Gamu Highlands, also a
feast given by a new halak'a
ka'o: a king in the Gamu Highlands
komblete: the several lengths o f material used to make the
national dress
maskal: spring fe s t iv a l
quene: a form o f poetry
ras: court d is t in c t io n ,  s im i la r  to Lord, trans la tes as commander
o f army
se ffe r :  township
shamma: national dress o f  Ethiopia, sometimes ju s t  the shawl 
te j  bet: bar and often a house o f p ro s t i tu t io n
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te k la i g iza t: province
wereda: county
